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Christmas Pageant 2014.
The clip we’ve just seen is brilliant because it gives us a glimpse of the wonder of that first Christmas night.  From our vantage point of the 21st century with its secularism and consumerism, we can easily miss the impact of this event.

At the time of this event, Israel was an occupied country.  The Romans were in power and the Jews were suffering.  Hundreds of years earlier, they had been promised a King – someone who would deliver them, and who would bring back peace and prosperity.  But God had been silent for centuries.  They were losing hope, and the world just kept getting darker.
Isaiah, prophesying 700 years before the birth of Christ said this: “The people walking in darkness have seen a great light; on those living in the land of the shadow of death a light has dawned.  For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the government will be on his shoulders. And he will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.”

One silent, starry night, in a little backwater town called Bethlehem, God fulfilled his promise – but in a most unexpected way.  God indeed sent someone to save them – but not in the way they expected. He did not send a powerful military leader who would conquer the Romans. God entered the world personally.  He became one of us.  He took on human flesh.
But in order to bring about his plan, he involved the people he planned to save.  He chose to use human beings to help bring about the fulfillment of his promises.

Have you ever thought about the visit of the angel Gabriel to Mary?  As Gabriel outlined God’s intentions, I imagine many things would have flashed through this young woman’s mind:

She would become pregnant prior to marriage which would lead to scandal and shame, and she could be stoned to death for adultery …..; her fiancee,  Joseph would think she’d been unfaithful - and who was going to believe she’d had an encounter with an angel….; 
Yet Mary said “Yes” to God.  She could have said no.  She could have said – Please – find someone else!  But she said ‘yes’.  
Then there’s Joseph.  Think about this from his perspective.  The woman he has pledged to marry, to love and protect and support, the woman he was looking forward to raising his sons with - tells him she’s pregnant.  He knows the baby isn’t his! Not only that, she can’t even come clean about who the father is.  She has this wild story about a vision and the baby being God’s doing!  Yeah, right!    
An engagement back then was as binding as marriage and required a divorce to end it. But Joseph obviously loved Mary, and despite the pain & confusion he must have been feeling, he was not going to publicly divorce her, and see her executed.
Perhaps his decision to be compassionate towards Mary allowed Joseph to hear from God that night.  In a dream, and angel confirmed Mary’s explanation and he was told to go ahead with the marriage.
Now Joseph could have woken up and thought, “What a crazy dream. The stress of all this is getting to me!”  He also could have said no – if he’d chosen to hold on to his anger and bitterness.  But he also said yes to God’s plan. 
Both of these young people were offered an opportunity to partner with God in the greatest rescue mission the world had ever seen.  Not the rescue from the Romans by a powerful earthly king, but the rescue of all humankind from the sin that separates us from God; the sin that ultimately leads to our eternal death. And because these two teenagers were prepared to trust God and make themselves available, it all happened according to plan.
The Christmas story is not only about God sending his Son to save the world, it’s also about God loving us so much that he invites each one of us to partner with him in the plans he has for us as individuals, as families, as communities and even our world.

2014 has been a year unspeakable horror and carnage – The Malaysia Airlines plane MH17 'shot down' over the Ukraine; the ongoing terrorism of ISIS, the shooting of more than 140 schoolchildren in Pakistan, and the events of the last couple of weeks on our own doorstep. When these things happen, often people will blame God and ask why he let it happen.  What we need to realise is that it is God’s deepest desire that all this should end, and that there should not only be peace between God and humanity, but peace within humanity.  

That will only happen as we make ourselves available, as Mary & Joseph did, to be agents of that peace. 

As we are willing to say ‘yes’ to God he can use us to make a difference in the world?  Sometimes it can be a huge difference: William Wilberforce – responsible for the abolition of slavery- was someone who said ‘yes’ to God.  Sometimes it can be a difference in a smaller way. A friend of mine is a doctor, and once a year, he flies over to Nepal with a couple of other doctors and provides a free surgical clinic for the poor. His ‘yes’ to God transforms lives a few at a time. Sometimes God wants to use us to make a difference in our workplaces or our families.  Sometimes, he may just want to partner with us to make a difference in one individual’s life.
This Christmas, as we reflect on the wonder of the nativity story, let us also remember that as God chose to partner with Mary and Joseph to bring about peace with humanity, so he offers to partner with each one of  us, that through us, his peace will bring healing to a broken world.  

Let’s pray.
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