Ctime636 Christmas

25th December 2005,

Fr Francis Marsden

To Mr Kevin Flaherty, Editor Catholic Times

Pull away the tinsel, set the turkey and stuffing to one side, ignore the Christmas tree for a moment. Look through the trimmings of the Christmas celebrations, pierce to the heart of its meaning, lest it be but a binge of banal proportions.
In a brief sentence, St John tells us: “The Word was made flesh, and dwelt among us.” (John 1:14)

Here are no fairy lights, but a hard historic assertion about the immortal God. 
C.S Lewis describes the Incarnation as God coming like a warrior. He parachutes in clandestinely, silently, behind enemy lines. He assumes human nature, has human blood coursing through His veins. 
He comes to rescue this fallen world, this planet under the power of the Evil One. The world in sin is upside down. We value what we ought not to value, we devalue what is truly valuable. So when the Messiah comes, he comes to subvert an upside-down world, to turn it the right way up. 

Christians, wrote C.S. Lewis, should be equally subversive. They should always act in an eternal perspective, "living as commandos operating behind enemy lines, preparing the way for the coming of the commander-in chief."
It is Chapter 2 of St Luke’s Gospel, proclaimed at Midnight Mass and the Dawn Mass, which gives us the traditional Christmas crib scene. 

Luke begins with the mighty, indeed, with the very first Roman Emperor, Caesar Augustus, who held absolute power from 27 BC to 14 AD. Stories in the ancient world were about the gods, about kings and princesses and mythological heroes, not about ordinary people. The hoi polloi were of no regard.

Emperor Augustus – his title means “the exalted,” was hailed as “soter kai sympantos kosmou” – saviour of the whole world. His biography, the “Res gestae divi Augusti” (Deeds of the divine Augustus) describes how he put an end to strife in the Roman world of his day, and gave Rome one of her longest ever periods of peace.  In the Campus Martius, Rome’s military training fields, he had erected the Ara Pacis, the altar of peace, which is still preserved today.

Caesar’s power, of course, was the power to order others about, to have his own will executed by his servants, his generals and millions of slaves. It was the power to exalt himself and to rule a vast empire. He was planning a census, in itself an instrument of political control – so that he could more efficiently tax his subjects, control them and draft them into his armies.

So much Luke refers to, and yet our story is not about the magnificent Caesar. Our tale takes place in a dusty hill town far off on the eastern fringes of the Empire. The key character of Luke’s narrative is not to be found amidst the sumptuous palaces of the Palatine nor in the crowded basilicas of the Roman Forum. 
If you are looking to see the power of God at work, do not listen to the world, do not seek in the places the world tells you to look,  among the big shots, in high politics or among the celebrities or millionaires.

The locus of true power is not there.

Our Saviour’s birth speaks of humility, poverty, and exclusion. He is not even lodged in a bare room in the caravanserai of David’s city, Bethlehem. He is born in an animal shelter, a cave. 

Is there not here a hidden reference? He that is born of heaven, emerges from the womb of the earth, from the home of the first primitive men. Come to redeem our race, he allies himself with the origins of our race. 
The Cave paintings at Lascaux and Altamira go back 17,000 years. More recently discovered examples at Chauvet and in Namibia are dated to over 30,000 years ago. 

Cave dweller, troglodyte, is a byword for someone primitive, even if in Spain you now can rent three-star cave apartments in Guadix for your holiday. In the Gospels, the only man who lived in the cave-tombs was the Gerasene demoniac. In wartime, soldiers or refugees frequently hole up in caves, where they are better protected from bombing or hidden from the enemy.
He who made the Earth, is born within the earth. Through the caves the reminders echo: “Remember man that thou art dust and unto dust you shall return.” But here is He who has come to loose the curse of death.
He comes as a babe within Mother Earth.  33 years later He will again be laid in the earth, in a rock-hewn tomb. This is but the prelude to His Resurrection, winning for us eternal life, life to the full. In His beginning His final mission is foreshadowed. When He comes forth out of the earth a second time, it will be to share with us His victory spoils, His conquest of sin and death
 ‘A strange and most wonderful mystery do I see, the Cave is heaven, the Virgin the throne of the Cherubim, the Manger the Place in which Christ, the God whom nothing can contain, is laid. Him do we praise and magnify’.  (Irmos Canticle 9 Matins)

He is laid in the manger, where the farm animals find their food. Jesus comes to be our food, our Eucharist, to nourish us to everlasting life. Caesar Augustus orders his slaves to prepare banquets for him. Jesus comes to give Himself as a heavenly banquet for us.
Caesar Augustus is arrayed in the finest purple robes, but the God-babe in the stable is wrapped tight in swaddling clothes. The arms which made the cosmos are unable to move. God is bound fast in the swaddling clothes of our frail humanity, in all that frightens us - sickness, weakness, toil, failure, pain, and fear of death. The Divine Power imprisons Himself with us, that He may set us free.
His purpose is to die upon the cross, when once again He will be unable to move, his arms and feet pinioned with nails. The Greek liturgy asks: 

“How is He contained in a womb, He whom nothing can contain? How held in his Mother’s arms, He who is in the Father’s bosom? This is all as He knows, as He wished and as He was well pleased. For being without flesh, willingly He was made flesh; and He Who Is, for our sake has become what He was not; without departing from His own nature He shared in our matter; wishing to fill the world on high, Christ was born in two natures”

Who are the first wellwishers to visit the new-born child? “There were shepherds out in the field, keeping watch over their flock by night.” Not quite those bucolic, flute-playing crib figures. 
No, nice people held their breath and watched their wallets when the shepherds were around. Always likely to let their animals trespass onto your good pasture. Ne’er-do-wells, thieves on the margins of society, unreliables who couldn’t hold down a regular job.

These sinners on the edge.are the first to hear the news of great joy: “For you is born this day in the city of David, a Saviour, who is Christ the Lord.,” announce the angelic choirs. 

Later there will arrive the mystic Magi with their odd pagan beliefs, voyagers from a far country, star-gazers seeking Him who makes all things new.

He comes to stand with sinners, with misfits and weirdos. The world says – stay away from these lowlifes. But God comes to stand with them in love, ultimately to be crucified between two thieves. He is this mysterious, self-emptying Love, willing to become powerless, to bind Himself to us for our own salvation’s sake.
Meanwhile, Herod consults the chief priests and the scribes in the Temple courts of orthodoxy. None of them, however, hurry to Bethlehem to find the new born King of the Jews. Here are the leaders of the Jewish faith, her finest scholars, her most devout practitioners. Excellent exegetes, they analyse the minutiae of the Torah. Yet where is their belief in a living God, a God who acts, the Messiah who comes? Their faith is all book learning. 
Perhaps they fear Herod might be displeased if they shadowed the Magi, eager to discover a new King born in Bethlehem? They prefer to keep clear of controversy. What could be worse than religious enthusiasm? They are loath to rock the fragile boat of religious-political compromise. To assure the privileges of their religion, it is necessary to avoid upsetting the mighty of this world. 
Thus they miss the birth of the Messiah. Only many years later, after His hidden life, will they behold Him and be filled with resentment.

The dark spirit excites Herod, son of the Idumaeans, to jealousy, envy, and fear. Hearts and minds comfortable in darkness react hatefully at the coming of the Light. The primeval serpent stirs itself to smite this advent of Supreme Good into his world. It hisses and strikes out at the child. It slays twenty or thirty innocent infants, but the Chosen One escapes.

He must live out His life and accomplish his Father’s will, to rescue the human race.
A very blessed Christmas to you all!
