The Rector's Ramblings
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Last night I had the joy, and privilege, of attending the Singleton School Nativity, and next week the church will host the West Dean School Carol Concert. Now the Nativity was not the Nativity most of us will remember from our school days, but it still told the story of the coming of the Messiah, the Son of God, and it contained all the characters we know and love, albeit some were there in spirit if not in body due to an outbreak of Chickenpox, including Joseph!  – I hope all those affected feel better soon and are well enough to enjoy Christmas when it arrives. At the Carol Service next week, in our Carol Singing in Singleton, and at our services over the Christmas period, we will sing some peoples favourite carols, but not others. We will hear, at two of our services over Christmas, the story of Jesus’ birth from the Gospel of Luke, but not from Matthew. There will be things we love, and things we’re not that sure about because it’s not as we remember it.
It got me thinking about how each of us celebrate Christmas, and the fact that there is no right or wrong way. For some, Christmas will be spent at home surrounded by family, after a month of parties and meals out. For others it will be spent overseas, enjoying some much-needed sun. For others, after an exceptionally busy time at work, it will be a quiet Christmas of down time and rest. For others it will be the same as every other day, with little or no celebrating. And for others, sadly quite a lot this year in the Valley, it will be the first Christmas following the death of a loved one, with all the memories of past Christmases flooding back, and possibly very little celebrating.
Even within the Christian Churches Christmas will be celebrated in 101 different ways, with each priest following the traditions of the parish, with maybe a slight change here, or an addition there. Every Parish will have a service on Christmas Day, but some will be preceded by an evening service the day before, while others will have a Midnight Mass, singing ‘born this happy morning’ from O Come All Ye Faithful just after Midnight (if they have their timing right). Some will have a Crib Service, or a Carols and Crib, on Christmas Eve, whereas others will have that service on the previous Sunday.
Because the thing about Christmas is, it isn’t about ticking all the boxes, or spending a lot of money, or being seen at all the right places, doing all the right things, it is about celebrating the birth of the Light of the World, the Prince of Peace, the Son of God. It is about thinking about, and caring for, our neighbours, be they next door, in the next village, or on the other side of the world. It is about remembering that 2000 years ago the birth of a small, vulnerable, poor baby, in the backwaters of the Roman Empire, changed the world, changed the lives of billions of people. It’s about remembering that the first to meet the Son of God were not the rich and powerful, the elite of society, but the shepherds, the outcasts, the lowest of the low in 1st Century Palestine. It’s about remembering that the Magi, the men from the east, travelled thousands of miles to kneel at the feet of the boy Jesus and be the first of the Gentiles to acknowledge him as the King of Kings.
There is still just under two weeks to go before the big day, and that will, no doubt for many, be filled with shopping, putting up decorations, wrapping presents, and visiting family and friends, but I hope in all the busyness, in all the celebrating, we can all find a few moments to stop and think about what, about who, we are honouring. In other parts of the world Christmas will be celebrated in bombed out cellars or mud huts, with no music, no twinkling lights except from the incoming bombs or missiles, and very little food. In British cities there will be families living in one room for whom Christmas dinner will be whatever they can get from the Foodbank, and if there are presents at all they will be second hand, or home made. Rough sleepers, the homeless, will hope for a shelter to have room, or a charity to provide them with a meal, so that they too can celebrate Christmas in the warmth and comfort we take for granted.
As we get closer to Christmas Day I pray that the coming of the Light of the World will fill your world, and that in turn you, and I, will find some way of sharing that light with others, be it in Food bank donations, in giving to homeless charities, in supporting overseas charities, or in simply visiting those for whom Christmas will be difficult or painful.
As the Angels said the shepherds on the hillside outside Bethlehem, ‘I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people’ – let us be that good news, let us bring a little joy into the lives of others during this season of Christmas, let us be the light of the world today.
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