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To Mr Kevin Flaherty, Editor, Catholic Times, Credo for Advent IV(B), 19.12.99

From Fr Francis Marsden


A friend of mine, Harry, has a Father Christmas figure which he hangs inside his front door. It has a detector beam so that when anyone walks past, it starts laughing: “Ho, ho, ho, ho, ho, ho, ho!” It goes on for about a minute. Harry knows it really irritates me, which is why he hangs it there to tease me. He has another one too which plays Jingle Bells ad nauseam. They represent everything that I hate about tacky Christmas cheer. 

It is easy to be cynical about the commercial jamboree preceding Christmas; to bemoan the inundation of a quiet reflective Advent beneath the floods of premature Christmas parties; to be wearied by the glitzy lights, the crowded buses and crawling traffic jams, the supermarket trolleys stacked high with booze, the dark, rainy, crowded streets and the overheated, steamy shops.

Let’s look on the positive side. Beneath all the hectic preparations there lies often enough a genuine sense of giving, of presents, of holiday time with the family. This giving is hopefully not driven solely by the motive of receiving, nor merely to keep up appearances, but inspired by unselfish generosity. Sharing with others. Sending cards to keep old friends in touch, if only this once per year. At other times at least we can pray for one another, even if we seldom have chance to visit.

Giving, presents, sharing, togetherness, friendship: these themes bring us to the heart of Christmas: God’s gift to us of His only-begotten Son. The greatest present of them all, poorly and simply wrapped in swaddling clothes. The final triumph of content over presentation! The smoky, draughty stable which smells of straw and ox and ass is the antithesis of the megastores and neon lights. The richest of all descends to us in poverty. God shares Himself with us, and motivates us to do likewise with each other.

In choosing a present we rack our brains to think what our friends or family would like or need. For God it is simpler. He gives us the best, the living pearl beyond great price, the Word Incarnate “full of grace and truth.”

This gift came first to Mary, whom the Litany titles “Gate of Heaven”, because through her the Christ left paradise and came down to earth. “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you, and so the child will be holy and will be called Son of God,” announced Gabriel.

A few days from now we shall once again gaze upon the crib scene: “God no longer remains separated from us by the iron curtain of His untouchable transcendence; He has stepped across the dividing line to become one of us.” (Ratzinger)  Let the clouds rain down the Just One, and the earth bring forth a Saviour!

 “In the wonder of the Incarnation, your eternal Word has brought to the eyes of faith a new and radiant vision of your glory. In Him we see our God made visible, and so are caught up in love of the God we cannot see.” (Christmas Preface)

Someone pointed out to me recently that most Christmas pictures of the Virgin and Child have the Baby Jesus far too big. Judging by his size He is already one year old. A new-born baby is much smaller, far more delicate. 7 or 8 lbs of divinity and humanity united. God has entered the world, to be in solidarity with his creatures. “He was in the world that had its being through him, yet the world did not know Him.”

And the world still does not know its Saviour. That is what Advent is about. Our age staggers around in a shadowy half-light. It pokes its head in through the stable door and wanders off again, its heart set on finding happiness in the world, while overlooking the source of all joy who lies helpless in the manger.

For the child in the manger is the Host in the tabernacle, the Sacrament upon the altar. Not just one Feastday per year, but every day of the year. Occasionally the world pokes its head inside the church door for some “rite of passage”, then hurries on again, in search of that elusive final happiness. More frequently it just walks past the church oblivious.

How strange that so many do not want the gift of God: a little sentimental warmth for one or two days a year is all they will accept, when God yearns to enliven us all with His grace every day of the year and give us the happiness we crave.  He burns to share his whole life with us. He has made himself a beggar for us, but we don’t like beggars. They make us feel uncomfortable.

A college friend told me how his father once on Christmas Day announced that he had no presents for his teenage sons and daughters. “I’ve sent £50 to CAFOD on behalf of each one of you instead,” he told them. Teaching them a better lesson than conspicuous consumption.

The mother, heavy with child, knocks at the inn doors, but the people of Bethlehem close the door, and turn back to their own festivities. We too are reluctant to hear the cry of the poor, the silent scream of the baby within the womb.

We no longer want the gift of God. God knocks at the door of married couples with the offer of a new child, a new immortal life: “Be generous with the gift of life.” But they will not let him enter. They pop in the Pill, pull on the condom, and shut the Creator outside, as they turn back to their own pleasure-making. Europe turns grey, she ages and she dwindles, closed against God, the fountain of new life.

We no longer want the gift of God, the unique, the irreplaceable unpredictable child. Instead, we demand the perfect designer baby, a virgin birth from the sperm of an Olympic athlete or Nobel prize-winner. We want a cloned replica, made in our own image and likeness, for man has now made himself into a god. He will tolerate no Lawgiver higher than himself. He will produce life with his own technology, rather than raising up grateful and receptive hands to the Lord. 

Western man is like the dinosaurs, massive in his technological brawn, plated with armour and economic muscle. But like the dinosaurs his understanding has shrunken, because he lacks true intellect and soul and spirit.  Perhaps, like them, he is on the way out.

The world will believe in virgin birth by IVF or by aliens. But it rejects the ancient story of the Virgin Birth of Christ. This refusal is above all the denial that God knows us, that He loves us, that He has the power to be active in this world. It is the old, old temptation, to refuse to give God His rightful honour. To accept nothing higher or more marvellous than that which easily fits into our stubborn earthbound reason.

Nevertheless, drawing to the close of 2000 years, God’s own people still bear witness to this ancient fact. “Your eternal Word leapt down from heaven, in the silent watches of the night, and now your Church is filled with wonder at the nearness of our God.”

