Matthew 1.18-end A time to De-mist
‘They will call him Immanuel, which means ‘God with us’.

The 4 weeks of Advent are the time the church gives us to prepare for Christ’s coming
at Christmas, for the miracle of God choosing to become one of us. Jesus, Immanuel,
God with us. It's a time when we're invited to scrape away some of those things that
make it hard for us to see God, hear God or feel God in the ordinary circumstances of
our lives. We can be rather like cars at this time of year with the windows all steamed
up or frosted, with us unable to see where we are going. Watch and wait is the strap
line of advent, but watching is difficult if the vehicle of our lives is all misted up. Waiting
is hard of course because our shops, our music, our get togethers are all urging us to
gallop towards Christmas.

The church offers different ways of helping us to de mist, to watch for Christ’s coming.
There’s only a few more days till the day itself, but it’s not too late to try watching and
waiting, to de-mist as it were. Make the most of the time that’s left. I just want to
consider 2 ways the church offers. The first is to do with who we are waiting for and
where we might recognise him.

And that’s the crib, or the nativity scene. (Slide of cathedral crib) This one is in
Westminster cathedral. You’'ll see that they are still waiting for the baby! For St Francis
of Assisi God was particularly visible in the baby born in a stable, and by implication
those who, like that baby, were vulnerable and poor (‘with the poor and mean and lowly
lived on earth our Saviour holy’). He marvelled at the depths of God’s love in God’s
willingness to identify with our weakness, poverty and vulnerability and it was where
he saw those things in others that he recognised Christ, Immanuel, God with us.
Wanting to share that insight he is credited with setting up the first crib in a cave in
the village of Greccio. Here he placed a manger with a baby (probably not a real one),
and some animals borrowed from a local landowner and he said mass. What love! he
said at that Christmas mass. What an invitation for us to see Christ in those who are
overlooked because of their poverty or weakness. What an invitation to respond to
them as though to Christ. What an invitation to love as God loves us.

For many years now the villagers of Greccio have continued to offer the visual aid of
the crib by dressing up as characters in the nativity story and acting it out.

That continues to be a tradition in many churches world wide. (slide Swedish nativity
scene) Here's our daughter’s church in Sweden at their annual crib service. Their crib
really did include a real baby who kept poking a leg out of his manger bed. The figures
take their place as the story is told. None of them have to say anything. Perhaps it’s
more like a tableau. Here there is a different take on recognising God’s presence. The
congregation know that Joseph is the man who runs the hardware shop, and that the
baby is the one whose mum works in the bakery. One of the kings is a teacher at the
local school. And yet, and yet...are they the ones in whom we can see God’s presence?
They are one of us, but dressed up as they are today we may glimpse something more
about them. They become Immanuel God with us, humanity transformed. Here the
invitation is to recognise Christ in one another. You might like to try that as you look
around at other people over coffee.

If God becomes one of us we are likely to picture him looking like us and we can see
this in cribs from different parts of the world. So, here is one from Latin America (slide



Peruvian retableau) where the figures are in contemporary dress and rather than Jesus’
birth taking place on a silent night, holy night, a fiesta is happening. The birth is a
cause for celebration, there’s music, dancing, and interestingly there is an upstairs,
downstairs feature in this nativity scene, as though the party-goers downstairs are
celebrating on earth an event that is of heavenly significance. It's a reminder of what
all our party going, fun and festivities at Christmas are about - it's because God has
become one of us. In due time this baby too will be partying, with ‘outcasts and
sinners’, as Jesus’ critics complained when he ate with people like Zacchaeus. The
invitation here is to recognise Christ with us Immanuel, in our celebrations, which may
well happen before Christmas. Why are we celebrating, who are we celebrating?

(Slide Nigerian crib)In this Nigerian crib scene the figures are carved from a thorn tree
where the wood is in 2 colours - the colours of sand and earth. The shepherds wear
big shady hats because it's very hot in Nigeria. The cow is not one of our Friesians, but
a humped zebu, the cows you see in that part of the world. Perhaps all these remind
us that Christ became a creature of the earth. He joined the whole created order. So
Immanuel is not only God with human beings, but with the whole earth. The invitation
then is to recognise the earth as that sacred place where God has chosen to dwell, and
to cherish it as God’s birthplace.

So, the first thing the church offers as a way of preparing for Christ’s coming is the
crib. We might start to see more clearly who we’re preparing for. The second is our
carol singing which can help us to hear more clearly who is coming. Some of you will
have heard me talk about this already. The block of retirement flats where Richard and
I now live has a buffet tea to celebrate Christmas. This year one of the residents asked
if we could have carol singing. There seemed to be some hesitation about this, mainly
I think, because the development manager wasn’t sure if it would work. Anyway,
Richard offered to organise it and asked Chris Jupp to lead the carols. The tea seemed
to take ages and then there was the inevitable raffle. But finally carol sheets (in large
print! Chris had thought of everything!) were handed round with one resident
muttering disapproval about ‘happy clappy’ stuff as Chris led the carols on his guitar.
And it was though a mist had cleared. Everyone joined in, including ‘happy clappy’.
When we sang ‘away in a manger’ the development manager was in tears. There really
was a sense of Immanuel, God with us. We were no longer just partying downstairs,
but had moved upstairs to that nativity scene, almost as though we were hearing some
heavenly music!

The crib and the carols are both things that people can connect with, whether or not
they come to church. They are treasures we can share generously, and both carols
and crib will be doing that in our carol service tonight. But they are also a reminder to
those of us who follow Christ that we can watch and wait for signs of his coming in the
ordinary circumstances of our lives.

In these last few days before Christmas let’'s ask God to clear the mist from our eyes
and take the plugs from our ears so that we can recognise Immanuel, God with us.

Prayer

Dear Lord, during these last days of Advent we ask you to open our eyes to behold your
presence, and strengthen our hands to do your will that the world may rejoice and give
you praise. Christine Bainbridge



