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Have you ever been summoned? I don’t mean ‘summonsed’ – 
i.e. issued with a legal writ to appear before a magistrate, 
though looking around I wouldn’t be surprised if some of you 
had! – I mean summoned, called, asked to bring yourself to a 
certain place at a certain time. That’s what coming to church 
used to be about not so long ago. About fulfilling the 
obligation placed on you by the Lord of the Manor, the Abbot, 
or the Bishop. Today you can just come to church if you want 
to – it’s entirely your choice – just as it should be. 
 

I’d have hated to be a Vicar with a church full of people made 
to be present in that way. I don’t think this conforms with what 
God intends for his children, to be free to choose for 
themselves, even if that means the choice to turn their backs 
on him. I’m equally sure he’d rather they didn’t, but his 
children must be free, from fear, from pressure, from tyranny. 
 

The Emperor Augustus exercised a tyrannical hold over his 
empire, such that he could insist that his people uproot 
themselves from wherever they’d settled and return to the 
towns of their birth to be registered. Just imagine the chaos on 
the roads at this time of year if David Cameron insisted we do 
the same – it doesn’t bear thinking about! 
 

So Jesus has been born, according to Luke, and laid in that 
manger because there was no room at the Inn. Meanwhile, the 
shepherds have been up in the surrounding hills watching over 
their sheep, and they have been scared witless by a vision of an 
angel with the glory of the Lord shining around. I suppose a 
modern day equivalent of this would be like a UFO sighting at 
Area 51 at Roswell Nevada, or such as was experienced in 

England during the 1980’s at Rendlesham in Suffolk. A report 
of that incident cites how at, 
 

Around 3:00 a.m. on 26 December 1980, a security patrol 
near the east gate of RAF Woodbridge saw lights apparently 
descending into nearby Rendlesham Forest. Servicemen 
initially thought it was a downed aircraft but, upon entering 
the forest to investigate they saw what they described as a 
glowing object, metallic in appearance, with coloured lights. 
As they attempted to approach the object, it appeared to move 
through the trees, and "the animals on a nearby farm went into 
a frenzy". One of the servicemen, Sgt. Jim Penniston, later 
claimed to have encountered a "craft of unknown origin." 
 

Whatever we might make of this, I offer it tonight to 
demonstrate how differently we think of such things in this 
scientific age. Imagine, if you can, what those poor local 
shepherds must have made of a full-blown angelic intervention 
back in 1st c. Palestine. I should think the sheep were driven 
into a frenzy! The angel endeavoured to reassure them, telling 
them not to be afraid, that this was an occasion for joy and 
celebration, and that they should go and look for a newborn 
child, the long-awaited Messiah, laid in an animal’s manger.  
 

And then, just in case they weren’t sufficiently awe-struck, 
before the angel leaves he is accompanied by a multitude of 
the heavenly host in full-throated praise saying ‘Glory to God.’ 
Luke says they were terrified - enough to drop everything and 
travel a considerable distance back into town, as they’d been 
bid, and to find out what had occurred. 
 

I’m not surprised they were terrified – if any of us caught a 
glimpse of an angel in glory, closely followed by a glimpse of 
a heavenly host, which would no doubt be of such 



magnificence as to be beyond normal conception, I’m sure 
we’d have been just as terrified as those shepherds, or the 
Rendlesham security guards, if not more so. Because the 
unknown is scary and the usual human reaction is either to 
seek to explain it, to belittle it, or to exaggerate it. Seldom do 
we just accept something or respond in a positive way, but 
that’s just what the shepherds did. Their vision must have been 
utterly convincing. 
 

The words of reassurance from the angel ‘Do not be afraid; for 
see—I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the 
people’ remind me of those wonderful verses from 
Shakespeare’s The Tempest, where Caliban, the ugly, 
deformed son of the witch Sycorax, is given some of the most 
beautiful lines in the play,  
 

Be not afeard. The isle is full of noises, 
Sounds, and sweet airs that give delight and hurt not. 
Sometimes a thousand twangling instruments 
Will hum about mine ears, and sometime voices 
That, if I then had waked after long sleep, 
Will make me sleep again. And then, in dreaming, 
The clouds methought would open and show riches 
Ready to drop upon me, that when I waked 
I cried to dream again. 
 

Wm. Shakespeare, The Tempest, Act 3, Scene 2 
 

But this response can apply to anything that might at first seem 
scary and fearful. The shepherds were terrified at the vision of 
heaven they’d been presented with, almost as though they 
thought that what had been shown and told to them was too 
good to be true, unbelievable and therefore terrifying.  And so 
we have to consider our responses to the questions Christmas 

raises, even to the point of a transformative change of heart. 
We are not summoned to believe, but we are asked to exercise 
the free will God gave us, to choose, to accept or reject. 
 

Andrew Greeley has written about how in accepting the gift of  
Christmas, an old era is done. God intervenes to begin a new 
age of incredible generosity, only of benefit to those prepared 
to embrace and accept change, not of sorrow and sacrifice but 
of wonder and rejoicing.  

• To the question ‘is reality malign or gracious?’ Jesus 
replies that it is gracious to the point of insane 
generosity.  

• ‘Is life absurd or does it have purpose?’ Jesus replies – 
not only does it have purpose but God has, this day, 
directly intervened in human events to make it clear 
what that purpose is – generous, forgiving, saving love - 
which is also, by the way, the answer to the question, 
‘what is the nature of the ‘really’ real? - generous, 
forgiving, saving love.  

• How does a good person behave? Jesus says ‘as 
someone who is captivated by the joy and wonder of 
God’s promise’ – a promise that was fulfilled for all 
time, not by a tyrant, but with the birth of the Messiah, 
Emmanuel, God with us. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Luke 2: 1-20     The Birth of Jesus 

2:1 
In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the 
world should be registered. 2This was the first registration and was 
taken while Quirinius was governor of Syria. 3All went to their own 
towns to be registered. 4Joseph also went from the town of Nazareth 
in Galilee to Judea, to the city of David called Bethlehem, because he 
was descended from the house and family of David. 5He went to be 
registered with Mary, to whom he was engaged and who was 
expecting a child. 6While they were there, the time came for her to 
deliver her child. 7And she gave birth to her firstborn son and 
wrapped him in bands of cloth, and laid him in a manger, because 
there was no place for them in the inn. 

The Shepherds and the Angels 

2:8 In that region there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping 
watch over their flock by night. 9Then an angel of the Lord stood 
before them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they 
were terrified. 10But the angel said to them, ‘Do not be afraid; for 
see—I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people: 11to 
you is born this day in the city of David a Saviour, who is the Messiah, 
the Lord. 12This will be a sign for you: you will find a child wrapped in 
bands of cloth and lying in a manger.’ 13And suddenly there was with 
the angel a multitude of the heavenly host, praising God and saying, 
 14 ‘Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace among 
those whom he favours!’ 

15 When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the 
shepherds said to one another, ‘Let us go now to Bethlehem and see 
this thing that has taken place, which the Lord has made known to 
us.’ 16So they went with haste and found Mary and Joseph, and the 
child lying in the manger. 17When they saw this, they made known 
what had been told them about this child; 18and all who heard it were 
amazed at what the shepherds told them. 19But Mary treasured all 
these words and pondered them in her heart. 20The shepherds 
returned, glorifying and praising God for all they had heard and seen, 
as it had been told them. 

 

Isaiah 62.6-12 

 6 Upon your walls, O Jerusalem, I have posted sentinels; all day and 
all night they shall never be silent. You who remind the Lord, take no 
rest,  7 and give him no rest until he establishes Jerusalem and 
makes it renowned throughout the earth.  8 The Lord has sworn by 
his right hand and by his mighty arm: I will not again give your 
grain to be food for your enemies, and foreigners shall not drink 
the wine for which you have laboured; 9 but those who garner it shall 
eat it and praise the Lord, and those who gather it shall drink it in my 
holy courts.  

 10 Go through, go through the gates, prepare the way for the 
people; build up, build up the highway, clear it of stones, lift up an 
ensign over the peoples.  11 The Lord has proclaimed to the end of 
the earth: Say to daughter Zion, ‘See, your salvation comes; his 
reward is with him, and his recompense before him.’  12 They shall be 
called, ‘The Holy People, The Redeemed of the Lord’; and you shall be 
called, ‘Sought Out, A City Not Forsaken.’  

 

Titus 3.4-7 

4But when the goodness and loving-kindness of God our Saviour 
appeared, 5he saved us, not because of any works of righteousness 
that we had done, but according to his mercy, through the water of 
rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit. 6This Spirit he poured out on 
us richly through Jesus Christ our Saviour, 7so that, having been 
justified by his grace, we might become heirs according to the hope 
of eternal life. 
 
 
 
The New Revised Standard Version (Anglicized Edition), copyright 1989, 1995 by the 
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United States of America. Used by permission. All rights reserved. 
 
 
 
 
 



Welcome and Introduction 
 
The celebration of Christ’s incarnation at Christmas is one of the two 
poles of the Christian year. The wonderful mystery of God’s dwelling 
among us in the fullness of humanity, as Emmanuel, ‘God with us,’  
 
Light the Advent Candles 
 
prepared by the patriarchs, foretold by the prophets, prepared by John the 
Baptist, and born of Mary: 
 
Hark, hark, the wise eternal word, 
like a weak infant cries! 
In form of servant is the Lord, 
and God in cradle lies. 
 
(Thomas Pestel) 
 
But Christmas is much more than just the celebration of Jesus’ birth, it 
reminds us, amidst all the joyful customs and celebrations of Christmas, 
of the central truth of the Word made flesh for our salvation. 
 
Prayer: 
 
Lord, in this night, heaven is come down to earth, and earth is raised to 
heaven. In this holy night, Christians the world over celebrate Christ’s 
birth. Open our hearts that he may be born in us today. Amen. 
 
 
 


