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(Isaiah 52:1-10;  Hebrews 1:1-4;  John 1:1-14)

I’m told that the most stressful thing that any of us can experience is not, in fact, buying a house but being born! There we are, safe and sound in our mother’s womb when suddenly – or rather, in most cases, not so suddenly – we enter a completely new environment. From a world of soothing stability, in which we seem to be at the centre, we are prised and then placed into a new world; a world which bombards our senses and in which we feel very small indeed.

That was the experience of the one whose birth we are celebrating tonight. Like any baby, the ‘Word made flesh’ knew what it was to be completely helpless and slowly to learn that this world is perhaps not so bad, after all.

But whilst the world right now frankly feels to us to be not so good, it was also pretty bad for the holy infant. Born into extreme poverty, Jesus’ early experience would soon be that of a refugee. His parents would have to take him to another country in order for his life to be preserved. Eventually however, in Nazareth he would enjoy a new kind of soothing stability. Jesus knew what it is to be a beloved member of a family and a recognised member of a community. As he grew up he would also come to understand that he belonged to a particular nation, with its own culture and way of seeing the world.

In time, the world would therefore have seemed less of a ‘big, bad place’, and Jesus would begin to consider how he could make his mark within it. But for him as for us that sense of abandonment in being born would never leave him. For him as for us that sense would be reawakened in a primordial way by any new stressful experience – and we know that for Jesus this came to a head as he neared his death on the cross.

We also know that at his baptism, when he was about the age of thirty, Jesus had become profoundly aware of his identity as the Messiah, the Christ: the Son of God. Filled with the assurance that he was the beloved Son of the Father, he embarked on a new way of life, proclaiming through his teaching and his actions the presence of the Kingdom of God. In doing so he changed the world.
‘The Word became flesh and lived among us… full of grace and truth’. In his earthly ministry the Son of God took risks: Jesus dared to be ‘counter-cultural’, challenging destructive and commonly held perceptions, and questioning self-serving authority. Having made his mark, he set off for Jerusalem at the height of the Passover festival. It was time for his authority to come under the scrutiny of the assembled national leaders, and Jesus knew that he risked paying the ultimate price. And yet, what I am suggesting tonight is that the biggest risk taken by the Son of God was being born! Tonight’s service and the festivities we may have planned for tomorrow, even if these have had to be toned down, are a celebration of and thanksgiving for God having taken this most extraordinary of risks.

A vicar in a neighbouring parish told me recently what someone had said to him: “this idea of an all-powerful God being born as a helpless baby: it’s a bit far-fetched, isn’t it?”. And his reply was that this is the very point! It is far-fetched, but it is also what Christians believe – and if it is true then God having taken this risk is the most important event in all of human history.

We are here tonight because we are prepared to take the risk of believing that this event is true. And believing in it we then face the further risk of our lives being changed by it. After all, as we are told, ‘Christ became like us in order that we might become like him’. 

In baptism we are ‘born again’. We, like Jesus at his baptism, are filled with God’s life: God’s Holy Spirit. We leave behind our old ways and ‘in Christ’ we become a ‘new creation’. In baptism we are taken from the relative security of what is familiar into another new world – a world of truly unlimited potential: eternal life; fullness of life for evermore. 

Now, most of us were baptised as infants and so just as we have no recollection of being born we also have no memory of being ‘born again’. But if a stressful experience can reawaken in us a primordial sense of abandonment so it should also trigger a deep sense of assurance that we are ‘in Christ’: that by his Spirit God is with us. 

So for each of us, individually and collectively, even with our world under the stress of an ongoing and escalating pandemic – combined with all the uncertainties of our nation’s new relationship with the European Union – we have every reason to remain hopeful and not afraid.
As we recall the purpose for which God sent us his Son – the redemption won for us through his suffering, his death on the cross, and his resurrection – we know that ‘real life’ here on earth is precisely where God can always be found to be with us. Yes, we all struggle to cope with being vulnerable, with not being in control, but look at Jesus, both at the beginning and at the end of his mortal life. Vulnerability is surely our natural state here on earth. So let us embrace this state which we share with each other and with God himself, knowing that just as he is with us in the messiness of life so we will be with him when the coming of his kingdom is fulfilled. After all, it is in the midst of real life that ‘love’s redeeming work is done’.
As we embrace this messiness of real life we might consider the writer Sally Dakin’s thinking in her imaginative book ‘Praying with Stuff’. She says, ‘God loves stuff! He creates it; he redeems it; he sustains it; finally, he will renew all of it. He created the universe in order to reveal himself in it and through it, and became fully part of it in Jesus Christ, who delighted in using it to communicate God’s grace. Physical reality is fundamental to the connection between God and humanity.’ 

She goes on to suggest using various kinds of ‘stuff’ as symbolic objects in prayer, with her favourite being potatoes. She writes, ‘the average potato is slightly muddy, imperfectly shaped, and marked with various blemishes, scars and sproutings; above all, it is unique. [So] this scar represents an [experience] which still pains me, this misshapen bit represents a character trait I struggle with, this sprouting point represents an area of growth. [As an aid to prayer a potato can help me explore] with God all these issues in my life – knowing myself to be loved, held and forgiven in all my humanness’. 

No doubt many of us will be having potatoes with our Christmas dinner. Enjoy your festive meal – especially if it turns out to be a little less than perfect! 


