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Yesterday we had our parish Nursery’s Nativity Play. It is a feat indeed to manage three and four year olds so that the chorus of angels and band of shepherds do not disintegrate, and Mary, Joseph and the donkey remain in the stable. 

I feared we were veering off from Gospel to apocrypha when Father Christmas turned up with animals and a chimney, giving an occasion to sing: “Father Christmas, he got stuck, Climbing down the chimney, what bad luck” – to the tune of Frere Jacques. 

The deeper message, of course is that no-one must be left out. Everyone is welcome to the crib, and each one has a part to play – especially the two-year olds who jangled handbells while the older children sang “We wish you a merry Christmas.” And they do. Bear in mind that several classical composers wrote an apocryphal “chorus of midwives” into their Christmas oratorios. Surely St Nicholas would have been there if he could have.

Then I visited the 6-7 year-olds in the top infants’ class, only to be bombarded with questions while I tried to recount the Christmas story. Did God have a Father? (By God do you mean the Son or the Holy Trinity?) Who made God? Did God have a beginning? How could He not have had? How was God Jesus’ father if Joseph was? If God is eternal how did God die on the cross? Their only weak point seemed to be in geography: was Bethlehem in India or America or Africa or in heaven? 

In response, you just try to explain to seven year olds how God can hold all space-time and matter-energy within the palm of His hand. That He is the uncaused cause. That everything created has a beginning but that the Creator is eternal being and always was and ever will be. That in his divine nature God is immortal, but in His human nature He could die. And I wish you luck! Who dares say children are not open to religious questions?

By the end I felt I’d made a real mess of it and tangled us all in knots. All one can do then is to bow down in worship before the infant in the manger, and marvel that this is the Lord of the galaxies and the ages, the Infinite One in finite form. God gives us the simple family scene in a stable to wonder at His Incarnation.

This weekend we read the Annunciation Gospel (Luke 1:26-38) describing how the angel Gabriel visited Mary. Angels are pure spirit and usually have no physical bodies, but for this occasion Gabriel took on visible form: at least that is how countless great artists have depicted him.

It is at this moment of the Annunciation that “The Word was made flesh” and began to dwell among us. This was when the divine Logos, the Second Person of the Most Holy Trinity, the perfect Self-expression of the Father, took a human nature to Himself. The eastern rite Akathist hymn captures the beauty of the instant:

“The ambassador Archangel was sent from heaven to greet the Mother of God. When he perceived that at the sound of his incorporeal voice You took flesh in her, O Lord, he stood rapt in amazement and declared to her:

Hail, through you joy will shine forth;

Hail, through you the curse will vanish;

Hail, you raise up Adam from the Fall;

Hail, you dry at last the tears of Eve;

Hail, O morning star which heralds the sun;

Hail, O womb of the divine incarnation;

Hail, through you creation is renewed;

Hail, in you the Creator becomes a child.

Rejoice, rejoice, O pure Virgin Bride!

“Knowing she was a maiden, the most holy Virgin resolutely responded to Gabriel: “My poor mind cannot grasp the meaning of your wonderful words, for how can you speak of a conception without seed, and why do you cry: Alleluia?”

 . . . Then the power of the Most High overshadowed the immaculate Virgin, and she conceived. Her fruitful womb became like a fertile field for all who long to reap the harvest of salvation, proclaiming: Alleluia.” 

Here we witness the divine initiative set in motion. God’s great plan of salvation rolls into realisation. In worldly terms, Mary is but an insignificant young girl in Nazareth, a provincial backwater. In the Semitic world, such girls were kept around the home, to ensure their virginity and the family’s honour. In that segregated society, education too was a male prerogative, one not to be wasted on emotional females.

Mary would have ranked as merely an item of her father’s property, too insignificant to be greeted by visitors. Hence her amazement at Gabriel’s salutation: “Hail, all-graced one! The Lord is with you!”

The angel proposes: “You are to conceive and bear a son.” This has unpleasant implications: the sullying of family honour, the possible cancellation of her arranged marriage to Joseph, her public shaming and, in theory, even stoning for conception out of wedlock. “The only bells which accompanied the first Angelus were bells of alarm.”(Swords)

The angel reassures Mary that, whatever humans think, “Do not be afraid, you have won God’s favour.” Tongues may wag, but it is God’s judgement which counts. The child will be “Son of the Most High.” A Jewish wife lived in the “shadow” of her husband, and having no “honour” of her own, received honour from him. Therefore Mary is promised: “the power of the Most High will cover you with its shadow. And so the child will be holy and will be called Son of God.”

Mary is all-graced, conceived immaculate, created by God in a unique way, free from the tug of sin, so now she is without resistance to His plan. Grace responds to grace. She accepts the divine invitation: “I am the handmaid of the Lord. Let it be done to me according to your word.” Her Hebrew name – Miriam, may mean “excellence” or “beloved”

The first reading (2 Samuel 7) sets a sharp contrast to the Gospel.  King David has gloriously conquered Jerusalem. He wants to take it upon himself to build a Temple, a house for the Lord. But this is David’s initiative, not God’s, and the prophet Nathan tells the King that his bright idea is not God’s will. Instead, God Himself will build a house, a dynasty for David.

It is as if David wanted to undertake glorious tasks of his own devising for God and then say: "Look at all the great things I have done for you. Now don't I deserve a place in your house?" Here, however, the human ego remains in the centre of the picture. Sin is often precisely the tendency to pray: “Lord, help me to do my will,” instead of “Thy will be done.” 

Solomon, David’s son, would be the one to build the first Temple in Jerusalem. The House of David promised by God would in fact collapse. After Solomon’s death, ten of the twelve tribes seceded to form a separate Kingdom of Israel. Both Israel and Judea were eventually destroyed by the Assyrians. David’s line survived precariously only through the boy Joash.

Therefore God’s promise in Psalm 88: “I have sworn to David my servant, I will establish your dynasty for ever, set up your throne for all ages,” never came true in the Old Testament. It was only fulfilled in the New Testament, in Christ.

Notice the sharp contrast between the mentality of David and that of Mary. King David eagerly proposed: "I'd like to build a house for you, Lord, to build a space where you can come in and we can all be there." Mary, however, waits and accepts the divine initiative. She is going to become that space, that House of God and Ark of the Covenant. But she has done nothing to accomplish this on her own.

Advent invites us into this disposition of truly waiting upon the Lord, welcoming His divine initiatives.

When we give Christmas presents, it is a delight to be able to give something which a friend or relative really wants and appreciates. If they refused our gifts because they didn’t feel worthy, or took out their wallets and tried to pay for them, or indeed took the present but never unwrapped it, we would feel hurt.

When God says to us: "I want to give you grace. I want to draw you into my life - not because you've earned it or because you've paid for it, but because I love you. I want to do it. I want you to receive it as a gift from me," how do we respond? 

Often we draw back and don’t want to become too involved. “Lord I am not worthy, give it to someone else. Lord, if I accepted that I would feel obligated to you. I’d prefer a barter: I’ll do this for you, you do that for me.” So we try to contain the mysterious and powerful God in our neat little plans.  But Christmas is far more about what God wants to do for us, than what we do for God.

