
A lot of our Christmas traditions are really quite recent. We are indebted to

people like Prince Albert, the husband of Queen Victoria and to writers of the

same period, among them Charles Dickens. In fact, in his short novel, A

Christmas Carol, which I have often referred to at Christmas time, we see

something of Christmas and its spirit that we would recognize and perhaps

have some nostalgia for.

Of course, Christmas goes back a long, long time. It didn’t feature much in the

early centuries when the Church was essentially an underground movement.

No one knew the actual date when Jesus was born, but once Christianity was

legalised and became the official religion of the Roman Empire, at great cost to

its soul, it has to be said, the Christians took over the pagan festival of the birth

of the sun god on 25th December and turned it into the celebration of the birth

of the Son of God. However, with Easter remaining the primary Christian

festival, it took a few hundred years more before Christmas became popular.

That happened when none other than our church patron, Francis of Assisi

came on the scene at the beginning of the 13th century. In an age when

Christian thinking was dominated by fear of God and an obsession with human

sinfulness, and in the wake of some dreadful new-fangled thinking, not found

anywhere in the New Testament or during the first thousand years of the

Church, that Jesus’ death on the cross was somehow God’s punishment for

human sin, the sin we inherited from our ‘first ancestors’ and continue to live

in every day just by being human, along came Francis saying no, no, no! God

loved us from the beginning, and that love was shown supremely in God

coming among us in the person of Jesus, by being born as one of us and living

in solidarity with us. We didn’t need to wait for the cross and resurrection for

God to love us, because God always did love us. Jesus’ death was hugely

important for us and for several reasons; not least it showed the immense

depth of God’s love for us. But it was not in any sense a punishment or

‘payment’ for human sin. Francis and his successors held that if God had

become flesh and blood in the person of Jesus, taken on materiality, physicality,

complete humanity, then the problem of our salvation was solved from the

beginning.

Francis popularised Christmas in a way we now take for granted. In a time

when fasting was normal during the days and weeks before Christmas, (and
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with apologies to the vegetarians among us) Francis declared that ‘On

Christmas Day even the walls should eat meat.’ He also said, ‘Every tree should

be decorated with lights to show that it’s filled with light anyway.’ Because for

him the creation was good, physicality, humanity was good. It was all there for

Francis, and hopefully for us too, in those early verses of the Bible: ‘God saw all

that he had made and indeed it was very good.’

So what we are celebrating at Christmas is that God loves us so much that he

wanted to come among us, not so much to rescue us from some primeval sin

although with sin essentially meaning separation from God, he did come to

bridge the gap, to express union with us, and in so doing lead us to live better,

more whole, more connected lives. In Jesus he came to show us how to live, to

love, to give of ourselves for others. Yes, we are celebrating the birth of that

baby 2,000 years ago on his official birthday, shall we call it. But more

important we are celebrating the coming of the Christ who is always with us.

That was what Advent was mostly about – preparing, making room in our

hearts so that at Christmas Christ can be born again in us, make himself known

more and more in our lives, enabling us to embrace his values, his outlook, his

love for others, his compassion for the needy and suffering, to try and live like

him, to live Christ lives ourselves.

In the coming of Jesus, the Word made flesh, God is saying ‘yes’ to the world,

‘yes’ to our lives, ‘yes’ to this creation, which rather than concealing the world

of the spirit, actually reveals it, because there is no longer any separation

between God and ourselves, between God and the created order. God reveals

Godself through matter, including human lives. The Incarnation, God becoming

flesh and blood in the person of Jesus was not just an act of sheer grace in that

one life. It was meant to open our eyes and help us to recognize and claim our

true identity as sons and daughters of God and to call us to participate in the

life of God.

We often do things we are probably ashamed of. But one thing we don’t need

to be ashamed of is being alive, being human. This is what God loves and the

coming of Jesus shows it clearly. So with all the ups and downs in our lives we

can have a joy that no one can take away. We are not in this alone. We are not
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abandoned. God loves us and is with us. And because of that truth we can

have, and wish each other, a happy Christmas.
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