Sermon at Norham Church 
The Third Sunday of Advent, 14th December 2025


Isaiah 35.1-10; Matthew 11.2-11


A verse from today’s OT reading:

Your God … will come with vengeance,
with terrible recompense.
   He will come and save you.’

And some verses from today’s Gospel:

When John heard … what the Messiah was doing, he sent word by his disciples 3and said to him, ‘Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?’ 4Jesus answered them, ‘Go and tell John what you hear and see: 5the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have good news brought to them.

I attended our granddaughter’s Nativity Play last week.  Without wishing to over-think things about a primary school Nativity Play, it was, for me at least, an unsatisfactory production.  The shepherds, sheep and angels, and the wise men and camels, were more prominent than Mary and Joseph, who were somewhat hidden away behind all the razzamatazz.  The visitors to the stable arrived before the birth of the baby Jesus, which was represented by one of the wise men casually giving the baby to Joseph.  At the end, the children sang, ‘Christmas is for everyone,’ and then the adults in the audience were asked to stand up and dance along to a reprisal of the song, which was, as you might imagine, mortifying!

[bookmark: _GoBack]What was going on here?  I liked the conceit of the play, based on the census by Caesar, that ‘everyone counts at Christmas’, but it appeared to me that the baby Jesus himself didn’t count for very much.  And as for my disgruntlement about the lack of prominence given to Mary and Joseph, I would like to state, for the avoidance of doubt, that this had nothing to do with the fact that our granddaughter was playing the part of Mary!

There’s been a bit of talk recently about ‘putting Christ back into Christmas’.  The Church of England has responded, quite wisely, I think, by arguing that ‘Christ has always been at the heart of Christmas.’[footnoteRef:1]  I have never been entirely comfortable with statements such as, ‘Christmas begins with Christ,’ or ‘Christ is the reason for the season.’  I prefer to speak, not about the ‘true’, or the ‘real’ meaning of Christmas, but about the ‘deeper’ meaning of Christmas.  Christ may be somewhat buried beneath all the Santa hats, Christmas jumpers, and flashing lights, but Christ is still there at the heart of it all, if we have a care to look for him. [1:  Church Times, 21st December 2025.] 


But that statement, ‘Christ has always been at the heart of Christmas’ can itself be questioned.  I am currently reading a book by Andrew Gant, entitled, Christmas Carols: From Village Green to Church Choir.[footnoteRef:2]  He makes the following observations: [2:  Andrew Gant, Christmas Carols: From Village Green to Church Choir, Profile Books, London, 2014.] 


Folk carols on Christmas themes were [originally] sung in the field and the graveyard, and on semi-magical processions round the parish.  (p2)  

[They had] nothing to do with church.  …  The content of divine worship … was no place for most of these irreverent imposters.  (p11)

Midwinter feasting … has always helped stave off the long British winter.  (p33)

And, 

Our carol tradition is attached to older ideas of feasting and revelry as much as to Christian iconography.  (p41)

The Bible does not state that Christ was born on 25th December.  It’s more likely that this date was chosen, near the shortest day of the year, as being in tune with the prophecy of Isaiah that, 

The people who [lived in a land of deep darkness] 
   have seen a great light.  (Isaiah 9.2)

In other words, a time of ‘feasting and revelry’ at the heart of midwinter was appropriated by the Christian Church.  Andrew Gant reports Cecil Sharp, the famous collector of folk songs, as 

defending traditional songs against incursions by Christians, and sticking up for ‘the unconscious art of the peasant’ before ‘his carols suffered from the intrusion of theological doctrine.’  (p55)

Thus, if I were a pagan, I might justifiably argue, not for Christ to be put back into Christmas, but for Christ to be taken out of Christmas!  And it may be that the Santa hats, Christmas jumpers, and flashing lights are a kind of regression to ‘older ideas of feasting and revelry’.

The Puritans, famously, tried to ban Christmas.  While I think this was a mistake, it could be argued that they had a point.  After all, Jesus did say, of the Commemoration of the Last Supper, or the institution of Holy Communion, ‘Do this in remembrance of me.’  Jesus did not say, ‘Wear Santa hats and Christmas jumpers in remembrance of me.’

John the Baptist has been described as the last of the OT prophets.  And, in our first Bible reading, we heard the prophet Isaiah say, ‘Your God … will come with vengeance, with terrible recompense.  He will come and save you.’  This idea of God was picked up by people like Simon the Zealot, a disciple of Jesus.  The Zealots were a political party, who wanted, as it were, to ‘make Israel great again.’  And we read in John’s Gospel how, after Jesus had fed the five thousand, 

When the people saw the sign that he had done, … Jesus realized that they were about to come and take him by force to make him king, [but] he withdrew … to the mountain by himself.  (John 6.14‑15)

There have always been those who sought, and still seek, to appropriate Jesus for their own agenda.  

But John the Baptist, it seems to me, was more like a Puritan than a Zealot.  A few verses on from today’s Gospel, Jesus says,

John came neither eating nor drinking, and they say, ‘He has a demon’; 19the Son of Man came eating and drinking, and they say, ‘Look, a glutton and a drunkard.’  (Matthew 11.18‑19)

And so Jesus, it seems to me, has more in common with those ‘older ideas of feasting and revelry’ that the Puritans allowed.  At least John had the self-awareness to think that perhaps he was wrong, and Jesus was right.  And John sent his disciples to ask Jesus if he were ‘the one who is to come’.  Jesus replied, ‘Go and tell John what you hear and see: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have good news brought to them.’  Jesus was referring back to the same prophecy of Isaiah as we heard in our first Bible reading, but Jesus chose to emphasise a different part of that prophecy.

Jesus was the incarnation of what has been called God’s ‘bias to the poor’.  The idea of ‘gentle Jesus, meek and mild’ does not do justice to his strength of character and purpose.  But, when Jesus was strong and assertive, he was strong and assertive on behalf of the poor and lowly.

And so, to the extent that Jesus was somewhat pushed to the back in that school Nativity Play, he was in the right place.  I can imagine Jesus thinking, ‘This is where I belong, among those who are marginalised by the rest of society.’  Jesus was, after all, born to homeless parents, who later became refugees.

When I was exploring my sense of vocation, I found the following saying very helpful: ‘For the Christian, Christ comes first.’  I still think this is true.  For the Christian, Christ comes first.  And I mean ‘first’ in a more profound way than being at the forefront of things.  ‘In the beginning was the Word, and … the Word became flesh and lived among us’ (John 1.1, 14).  Christ pre-dates Christmas, and Christ pre-dates the ‘older ideas of feasting and revelry’, because Christ pre-dates the universe.  Christ does not need to be at the forefront of things, because he is already at the heart of the universe.  

To the extent that we, as followers of Christ, have confidence in this belief, that Christ is at the heart of the universe, we don’t have to insist that Christ is at the forefront in a Nativity Play, or in society.  We don’t have to impose our worldview on other people.  

For us, Christ is at the heart of Christmas, because Christ is at the heart of the universe.  Christ is also among the poor, the lowly, and the marginalised.  So where is Christ at Christmas?  Wherever people are loved and healed, and the poor have good news brought to them.
