Christ Church, Christmas Day 2024

Call to worship

Here today there is love, freely available to all.

Not our human loving, fragile and intermittent, but God’s supreme love.
May a joyful noise to the Lord, all the earth,

break forth into joyous songs of praise.

Here today is love, higher than our loftiest hopes,

deeper than the immensities of time and space, God’s inclusive love.

Let the seas roar their praise, and everything in them.

Let the rivers clap their hands and the hills sing together their happiness.

The joy of the living Christ Jesus be with you all. And also with you.
Hymn Good Christians all rejoice R&S 161

Good Christians all, rejoice
with heart, and soul, and voice!
Give good heed to what we say:
Jesus Christ is born today!
Ox and ass before him bow,
and he is in the manger now.
Christ is born today!
Christ is born today!
Good Christians all, rejoice

Good Christians all, rejoice with heart, and soul, and voice!
with heart, and soul, and voice! Now ye need not fear the grave;
Now ye hear of endless bliss, Jesus Christ was born to save,
Jesus Christ was born for this; Calls you one and calls you all,
He hath opened heaven’s door, to gain his everlasting hall.

and all are blest for evermore. Christ was born to save!

Christ was born for this! Christ was born to save!

Christ was born for this!
J.M. Neale

Advent Candles

As we come to light the Christmas Day candle, we hear from the prophet Isaiah:

The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light: those who lived in a land of deep
darkness — on them light has shined...for unto us a child is born.

The fifth candle is lit — Shine on p49
Let us pray
Generous God, we do not know why you keep on giving to us, we do not understand your joy. But

give us such pleasure this Christmas in giving to other people and receiving from them that we may
begin to understand and become more like you, through Jesus Christ Amen

Hymn Hark the herald angel sing R&S 159

Hark! The herald angels sing, With the angelic host proclaim:
“Glory to the newborn King! “Christ is born in Bethlehem.”
Peace on earth and mercy mild, Hark! The herald angels sing,
God and sinners reconciled.” “Glory to the new-born King!”

Joyful, all ye nations rise,
Join the triumph of the skies,
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Christ by highest heav'n adored,
Christ the everlasting Lord!

Late in time behold Him come,
Offspring of a Virgin's womb.
Veiled in flesh the Godhead see,
Hail the incarnate Deity,
Pleased as man with us to dwell,
Jesus, our Immanuel.

Hark! The herald angels sing,
“Glory to the new-born King!”

Opening Prayers Prayer Handbook p72
Quiz — what’s in the Christmas story?
Hymn Go tell it on the mountain R&S 164

Go, tell it on the mountain
Over the hills and everywhere
Go, tell it on the mountain
That Jesus Christ is born

While shepherds kept their watching
O'er silent flocks by night

Behold throughout the heavens
There shone a Holy light

Luke 2:1-20
John 1:1-14

Bible readings:

Hail the heaven-born Prince of Peace!
Hail the Son of Righteousness!

Light and life to all He brings,

Risen with healing in His wings.

Mild He lays His glory by,

Born that we no more may die,

Born to raise the things of earth,

Born to give us second birth.

Hark! The herald angels sing,

“Glory to the new-born King!”

The shepherds feared and trembled
When, lo! Above the Earth

Rang out the angel chorus

That hailed our Savior's birth

Down in a lowly manger

Our humble Christ was born
And brought us all salvation
That blessed Christmas morn

We’ve seen from our quiz earlier, that there is not much that is associated with Christmas

that is actually in the Biblical account of the birth of Jesus. For most people in 215t century

Britain, Christmas is now a totally secular holiday with things taken from pagan winter

festivals of light and celebrating the winter solstice, the European Saint Nicholas who

became Santa Claus and the Old English figure of Father Christmas, to Victorian additions

which now seem to us to BE Christmas — the Christmas tree, sending Christmas cards, and

much of the Christmas food like eating turkey, mince pies and Christmas pudding, all

started with the Victorians. With the introduction of television, for many people Christmas

wouldn’t be Christmas without Wallace and Gromit, the Good Life Christmas special, or the

classic Christmas films — It's a Good Life, Mary Poppins, the Sound of Music. For some

people it's not Christmas until the lights are up and the radio is playing Wham’s Last

Christmas or Mariah Carey. But none of that has anything to do with a baby born in

Bethlehem over 2000 years ago, heralded by angels and visited by shepherds. Not just any

baby, but God born among us, the Word made flesh.

I’'m sure I've spoken before about how we have lost the mystery of Christmas. We've lost

the awe; the amazement that our God should come and live among us as a human.
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So here’s a metaphor, an image, that may help us think about that and

ties in with the mystery of the beginning of John'’s gospel -

Think of God as like the hole in a Polo. You can’t see God separately from the creation that
is all around us, just like you can’t see the empty space in the middle of a polo unless there
is mint around it. You can’t feel the hole, or God unless you stick your tongue in — in other
words unless you get involved. It's an interactive relationship. Yes, it's one-sided in a way —
God loves us even if we don't love God back. God loves us even if we don’t praise God.
God loves and forgives us even if we don’t do the things we really should do in response to
God’s love, like taking care of creation and loving our neighbours. But you get more out of
the whole experience if you really get involved. The hole in a polo mint might seem a bit
pointless, and to many people it does, but it is the hole that makes the whole thing work. A
polo wouldn’t be a polo without the hole, it would just be like any other mint. It's the hole
that makes it special. And it is God that makes us special. Yes, we’d be an OK mint without
God. Probably people would still like us. Plenty of people like After Eights or Extra Strong
mints, or Mentos, and they freshen the breath, they have good qualities, but they are not
Polos. Polos are special because of the hole. The perfect, exactly round hole that is in each
of them, just as God is in all of us.

In the beginning was the Word, and the word was with God, and the word was God.

In the beginning was space, a hole, a silence. God came and lived among us as a human
just like us, to reunite the mint and the hole, you might say. At Christmas the hole, the
silence, the eternal Word became incarnate and lived among us.

So | share with you a polo, feel free to eat it now, or save it for later, while we reflect for a

few moments of silence on the mystery of the Word made flesh.

John’s gospel begins with the same words that start the whole Bible in Genesis — ‘In the
beginning...” The first chapter of Genesis describes the beginning of creation when God
turned chaos into an orderly form and brought the universe and all creatures into existence
through speech — God said, let there be light, and there was light. The story articulates the
creative power of the word and God’s engagement with the universe. John’s use of that
phrase ‘in the beginning’ reminds us that God continues to act in history and engenders an
anticipation of yet another divine intervention in human history, an intervention that will have
immense significance for humanity — the birth, life and death of Jesus. John reminds us of
the role of the Word in the process of creation and of its life-giving power. The focus is no
longer on the process of creation or creation itself, but on the journey of the Word that

brought the universe into existence. The Word that created the universe now becomes the
o)
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created, in human form and enters the universe. In the first two verses, John is not yet
using the Word as a synonym for Jesus, but rather as a metaphor. The word is “God’s self-
expression” and later Jesus’ self-expression as well. The word is a metaphor about God
because it reveals the nature and attributes of God.

We recognise Jesus, as the ‘word’ that was in the beginning with God, and so we use the
pronoun ‘he’. It is clear from what John goes on to say, that he means Jesus is the word.
But in Spanish, for example, the word for Word — la palabra is feminine, so the Spanish
Bible uses the pronoun ‘she’. It works the same in French too. We know that God is not
gendered, so while God was made flesh in a male human form, wouldn’t a better word for
God be love? —

In the beginning was Love, and Love was with God, and Love was God. Love was in the
beginning with God and all things came into being through love, and without love not one
thing came into being. What has come into being through love was life, and the life was the
light of all people. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it...
Love was in the world, and the world came into being through love; yet the world did not
know it. Love came to its own and its own people rejected it, they chose selfishness, and
greed, and money and things, and Love was sad and decided to come again as a human
child — for who cannot love a baby, Love thought? So Love was born among us, took flesh
and lived among us, and we have seen Love’s glory, the glory of God made human, full of
grace, truth and love. Pause And so God surprises us on this Christmas Day and every day

by blessing us and living among us.

Hymn Who would think R&S 178

Who would think that what was needed to transform and save the earth
might not be a plan or army, proud in purpose, proved in worth?

Who would think, despite derision, that a child should lead the way?
God surprises earth with heaven, coming here on Christmas Day.

Shepherds watch and wise men wonder; monarchs scorn and angels sing;
such a place as none would reckon hosts a holy helpless thing.

Stable beasts and by-passed strangers watch a baby laid in hay;

God surprises earth with heaven, coming here on Christmas Day.

Centuries of skill and science span the past from which we move,
yet experience questions whether, with such progress, we improve.
While the human lot we ponder, lest our hopes and humour fray,
God surprises earth with heaven, coming here on Christmas Day.
Bell & Maule

Prayers of intercession
As we come to our prayers of intercession, | read an extract from the poem Yesterday’s News by
Peter Trow
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‘...in Bethlehem few heard angels, for they were busy with other things;
and Jesus from his birth was homeless,

and as a man he depended for shelter on others.

We remember Herod and recall that lies are the weapons of power,
oppression and the death of innocents are part of the story

which we have sanitized into insignificance.

This was yesterday’s news. Here is today’s news:
In this world of selfishness and sin of politics and pain
Christ was born. For this world he died on a cross and was raised.

God is with us: In this world we have hope, in this darkness we have light
a love which cannot die and eternal life - Glory to God!’

Let us pray — response is Let there be light

This Christmas, as we remember the birth of Jesus amongst the animals,

we are reminded that hope comes in unexpected ways and in unfamiliar places.

We pray for the work of schools, colleges, teachers, and youth organisations
Wherever the world is in darkness, Lord Let there be light.

This Christmas, as we remember the violence with which soldiers came searching for Jesus,
we are reminded that conflicts still have devastating effects on children trapped between
warring sides. We pray for all conflict zones, and particularly this year for the people of Ukraine,
Palestine and Israel, and pray for peace.

Wherever the world is in darkness, Lord Let there be light.

This Christmas, as we remember the flight of Jesus’ family to Egypt,
we are reminded of the millions of families who have no shelter and who face eviction from their
homes. We pray for all homeless people wherever they are in the world, and for all refugees, and
displaced people across the world.

Wherever the world is in darkness, Lord Let there be light.

This Christmas, as we think of Simeon, Zechariah and Elizabeth,

we think of the elderly - those living in care-homes and those unable to leave hospital because there

is no care for them at home. We pray for doctors, nurses, paramedics and all who work in the NHS.
Wherever the world is in darkness, Lord Let there be light.

This Christmas, while we enjoy the warmth of our homes and the warmth of our families, we pray for
all those without food, without heat, and those who are spending Christmas alone, or who feel lonely
even while surrounded by family.

Wherever the world is in darkness, Lord Let there be light.

This Christmas, as we remember those who went to find Jesus,
we are reminded that we need to make a journey.
We pray for ourselves that as you have come to us, we may also come to know you,
to know you and to love you more
as we serve other people and reach out to the community around us.
Wherever the world is in darkness, Lord Let there be your light.

Lord’s Prayer

Hymn Angels from the realms of glory R&S 163
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Angels from the realms of glory Sages, leave your contemplations
Wing your flight o’er all the earth Brighter visions beam afar
Ye who sang creation's story Seek the great desire of nations
Now proclaim Messiah's birth Ye have seen His natal star
Gloria in excelsis deo Gloria in excelsis deo
Gloria in excelsis deo Gloria in excelsis deo
Shepherds, in the field abiding Saints, before the altar bending
Watching o'er your flocks by night Watching long in hope and fear,
God with you is now residing Suddenly the Lord, descending
Yonder shines the infant light In his temple shall appear
Gloria in excelsis deo Gloria in excelsis deo
Gloria in excelsis deo Gloria in excelsis deo
Blessing

Let us go in faith to ponder in our hearts the mystery of this special day.
And may life and love be born within us,

Christ Jesus be seen among us

and joy surround us like the angels’ song. Amen
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