
25 December 2020, Christmas Day
Isaiah 9:2-7; Luke 2: 1-14

1.
Good news of great joy: what news is good?

Children: has anyone opened any presents? What would be the best present of all this Christmas?

The angels told the shepherds that they brought good news of great joy. I wonder what would be the present you most wanted?
For lorry drivers on the M20 it might mean being home for Christmas. For us all, it could mean falling COVID infections, even a Brexit deal. But the news of the angels was not any of these. It was not even that those shepherds would become rich and be able to abandon their flocks and live in comfort. No, it was a baby, whom they called a Saviour. And in our other reading today, Isaiah many years earlier promised a great light that would bring rejoicing. St John’s gospel also speaks of a light that has come into the world. What are we to make of this? 
2.
When is light good news?
Light is such a simple thing, but there are times when it really is good news. For example, when we are lost, or in darkness. I don’t know if you have ever been caught out in a great fog or lost somewhere when it is dark, but the sight of a distant light is incredible – the sign of the way home or to safety.

Our first reading speaks to a people who were oppressed and the victims of injustice and war. We do not face oppression, but we do live with the darkness of COVID and of uncertainty. 
3.
Temporary fix or longer lasting?

The good news that the shepherds were promised was not a temporary fix: a way of getting over their current difficulties, and it is not temporary for us either. They were promised a Saviour, and so are we.
What they found was a baby. What do we know about babies? (children to answer) First they grow. Second, they are vulnerable and fragile. This baby was just like any other baby in those ways. He was indeed vulnerable. King Herod tried to kill him when he was very young by killing all the baby boys. But Jesus did not die. Later, even when he grew and was a man, people tried to kill him – in fact, they succeeded, but he rose again because the light in him was so strong that it would not be put out.

God’s promise was that this small light would grow and could not be extinguished or put out even by the very worst things that life could throw at him.  So this light was not a temporary light that would just get either the shepherds or ourselves over our current difficulties. It is light in the much bigger sense that it will keep going and growing even after we are gone. Because this light is the sign of God at work in our world, turning things around, and always with us.

4.
The good news

So the good news of great joy this Christmas is that you cannot cancel Christmas. COVID can stop us celebrating in the ways we would like; it can prevent us being together with friends and family, but it cannot stop something that happened over 2000 years ago that is still at work and growing. 
The true light of Christmas is an inner light. Like a candle or a torch it helps us to see the way, but it is for the mind and the heart as well as the eyes. 
Like the shepherds in our gospel reading, we often do not understand what is happening in our world or what our faith means. Light gives us understanding – it can light up the mind as well as the eyes. We have an expression ‘light dawned’ to mean that someone has just got the point, for example. Often in cartoons a bright idea is drawn as a light bulb coming on over someone’s head. So light helps us to understand things. And we are told that Jesus is that light. We don’t have to be a genius and work out the meaning of life all by ourselves – Jesus helped people around him to see things more clearly when he was alive, and he can still help us to do that too. His coming turned a group of illiterate fishermen into great speakers; cowards into brave men and those with hard hearts into ones who loved their neighbours and even gave their lives for them, and even since his example and guiding presence have still had this effect.
There is another way in which we often speak of light and dark. This is about how we feel. We often speak about people experiencing the darkness of despair, don’t we? When I was teaching students about loss, I often used to ask them to draw ‘grief’. Many people draw a black cloud or a dark place. Sometimes our spirits are very weighed down and everything looks dark and bleak. This is particularly the case at the moment. Yet Jesus has the effect of turning people’s sorrow and despair to joy, and this too he continues to do in different ways and through different people. He gives us an inner confidence and joy, even in the dark times – a joy that sees us through.
When we say that Jesus was the light that came into the world, we mean that his coming shows us how to live, gives us understanding and also hope in the dark times. This then is the good news of great joy that the angels brought, and this light will indeed be our salvation. It cannot be cancelled or stopped, so today we rejoice as we recall his first coming and the comfort and joy that he brought then and still brings now. 
In his Spirit, I wish you all a truly Happy Christmas.   Amen
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