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How Not to Put Christ Back into Christmas 
 
A strange phenomenon this year: Various mainline Christian denominations, including the 
Church of England, have found themselves needing to respond to a loosely affiliated group 
calling itself Unite the Kingdom, led by Tommy Robinson, who held a huge rally in London in 
September, waving flags and carrying crosses. (Slide)  
 
Warnings - I think legitimate ones - have been given that any appropriation of the Christian 
faith for Right-Wing anti-immigration rhetoric is unacceptable. I welcome these warnings, 
and the suite of resources shared with clergy recently that remind us that Christ himself was 
a refugee whose parents fled violent persecution and were forced to take him as a baby to 
Egypt in order to escape Herod. (Slide) 
 
And yet. It’s complex. The phenomenon of certain members of society feeling 
disenfranchised and finding scapegoats in people who look like outsiders, and blaming them 
for all their troubles, is not new. It’s been happening in the US for years now appropriation 
of evangelical Christianity by the Right in US politics is well documented – and for the most 
part, US evangelicals have been entirely complicit in this. 
 
And something similar is on the rise here. It’s no surprise then that at a smaller, follow up 
event that Unite the Kingdom staged on 13th December in Whitehall, there were some 
Christian leaders and priests (even a bishop, though he is not a regular C of E bishop) 
involved. It was billed as a regular carol service to ‘put Christ back into Christmas’, and 
various commentators have said that’s all it was. But I’m not convinced.  
 
It seems to me that Unite the Kingdom is a late echo of the original Christendom project, 
which was after all designed to unite a large number of disparate people under the Emperor 
Constantine. It sounds good – we all want to be united – but at what cost? Who would be 
the winners and who would be the losers?  
 
The establishing of Christianity as the official religion, in the fourth century, was a shrewd 
political move - which fed directly into the Crusades. Because if you set up an official 
religion that everyone has to follow, you then have to police who isn’t following it, and 
who’s threatening it. Sooner or later you get into coercion. Those believers who rightly saw 
Empire Christianity as a power grab got up and headed out to the deserts to preserve the 
radical nature of following Jesus. And it’s a good job they did. 
 
People in our sort of context are uneasy about the Union Jack at the moment, because it is 
being appropriated to divide people and stir up fear of immigration. But context is all: 
during our medal-winning run at the London 2012 Olympics it seemed perfectly natural to 
display a Union Jack in public. This autumn it has felt much more sinister.  
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What are we to make of all this? Is it enough to avoid the news, to go along with the 
general liberal consensus that this Unite the Kingdom movement, led by Robinson, is 
nonsense and nothing to do with Jesus?  If we do simply that and nothing more, we might 
miss the chance to reflect on what this movement tells us about our country, and especially 
about young working class men – men with a lot of energy wanting to join something and 
make a statement. Jesus’ band of merry men contained Simon the Zealot; I expect Jesus 
was working on him all the time.  
 
These are important considerations because the Jesus event is potent. Because there’s one 
things we know from observing Advent and that’s when Jesus does return, it won’t be as a 
baby, it’ll be as the King of Kings before whom every knee will bow. In other words, ultimate 
power joined with ultimate goodness. 
 
However many nativities you might un-thinkingly have watched which feature lobsters or 
Elvis Presley impersonations, (slide) the actual event of Christ has seriously altered history 
in such a profound way that it’s impossible to calculate its effects: Western Civilisation is 
built on its foundation. If you get Jesus wrong, and imagine his ultimate power as something 
other than it is, the consequences are not negligible, they are serious. 
 
So images like this (slide) make us nervous. Very nervous. 
 
And yet… it is just like God to call someone who is a notorious sinner. I read that Tommy 
Robinson has found Christ in prison. A Chaplain met with him frequently and he has 
converted. Who am I to judge? When people saw that Jesus spent time with prostitutes and 
tax collectors, they criticised him. As the sinful woman who anointed him, and Zacchaeus 
who hosted him, and the thief on the cross who addressed him, reached out in desperation, 
I’m guessing that Jesus didn’t say: “I know you’re a notorious sinner reaching out to me, but 
what is the evidence of your new lifestyle?” He simply welcomed them into the kingdom. 
 
That is the annoyingly inclusive nature of the Good News. 
 
The temptation for Christians to denounce everyone associated with that Carol Service as a 
non-believer who doesn’t really understand Christianity is very strong. All we can do, 
however, is remind ourselves (and Christmas is a good time to do it) that God divested 
himself of power to become that baby in the manger. He didn’t grab power and do a 
Christian take-over of the nations; instead he came in flesh as the most dependent of all 
species – a human baby. He didn’t try and put himself back into Christmas, or wave a flag so 
everyone would know he was Jewish. The idea is ridiculous. 
 
And yet. We can’t be blind to the fact that the Church of England has not been good at 
engaging with the English working class. You pretty much need a degree to follow all the 
words for a start. Grass roots movements that have effectively reached the working class 
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have generally been from the bottom up, like all good movements. So we don’t want to 
look on with judgment and miss something that might be born. This is going to require a lot 
of wisdom. We utterly reject calls to unrest and fear, but Jesus told us the weeds and plants 
grow up together until the harvest, so it’s tricky. 
 
Believing in something has its own attraction and if you sense the hidden privileges that still 
remain in the Established Church, you may well feel that a louder, more strident kind of 
faith that identifies an enemy and sets out to conquer it, is the only religious expression for 
you. 
 
When we read the great Isaiah passage: the people that walked in darkness have seen a 
great light, we have a certain image of the Messiah, which we believe is fulfilled in Jesus. 
But we normally omit verses 3-5 with their images of war and bloodshed, because they’re 
distasteful to us. Because by and large, we are not an oppressed people who have longed 
for a Messiah to set us free. This is not true for all of us, but it is true for many of us. 
 
But if we were an oppressed people longing for freedom from our oppressors, we might 
occasionally feel a lot more militaristic. By and large, we have the liberal elite’s privilege of 
being able to look down on anyone who calls for a rising-up against a perceived enemy. But 
the bible was written by people who were constantly oppressed and even when freed, 
never seemed to learn from the experience. 
 
But identifying the enemy as another faith, or as mass immigration, is nothing to do with 
putting Christ back in Christmas. Tonight of all nights, we remember that Mary and Joseph 
were constantly on the move: when were told to register, they had to register, despite the 
extreme inconvenience of travelling whilst heavily pregnant. When they heard of the threat 
of Herod, they were evicted once more, this time in fear for their lives. They were shunted 
from pillar to post, like 1000s of people groups across the world today. 
 
Those with whom Christ identifies, especially at this Christmas-tide, are the poor, the 
powerless; victims of violence; refugees and the homeless. We pray for those newly 
converted to the Christian way, of course. We pray they find wise counsellors, that they are 
drawn to the helpless baby, that they lay down the flag and live in the shadow of the cross. 
To carry a cross doesn’t mean you’re lording it over other religions to put them in their 
place; it means you see Christ in the face of every stranger. 
 
As Mary, as the shepherds, as Joseph were all guided by angel messages, avoiding danger 
and choosing the right path, may we also be wise to evil, as well as eager to embrace the 
good. And may the Christ the refugee be our shining star this Christmas. 
 
Amen. 
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