Sermon at Norham Church 
Christmas Day, 25th December 2025


Isaiah 52.7-10; John 1.1-14


I won’t pretend to be a devotee of popular culture, but even I know that Kylie Minogue’s Christmas No. 1 is ‘X-M-A-S’.  But, if Christmas begins with Christ, where is Christ in X‑mas?

Well, you could say that the X is really the Greek letter Chi, which is the first letter of the Greek word, Christos, meaning Christ.  

Or, you could say that X is the unknown quantity, in the sense that Christ, in his divinity, is beyond our understanding.  

Or, you could say that X marks the spot, as in the X on a treasure map.  As I said in a recent sermon, Christ may be buried beneath all the razzamatazz of today’s largely secular Christmas, but the buried treasure of Christ is still to be found at the heart of it all, if we have a care to look for him.  

Or, you could say that X stands for a kiss, and, when the eternal Word of God became a mortal human being, heaven was married to earth, and X represents God’s kiss of love for all creation.

I still remember a popular song from the early 1980s, entitled, ‘It started with a kiss’.  And, with due deference to the band, Hot Chocolate, I would like to re-purpose that phrase for Christmas: ‘It started with a gift’.

In the same recent sermon, I also commented on my granddaughter’s Nativity Play, in which the birth of the baby Jesus was represented by one of the wise men casually giving the baby to Joseph.  That was unusual!  But the wise men are renowned for bearing gifts, and so that apparently casual action can be imbued with a deeper meaning.  Because the birth of Jesus was, indeed, a gift.  Like the Big Bang in cosmology, the impact of the Jesus event in human history continues to reverberate down the ages, … but it started with a gift.

‘How silently, how silently the wondrous gift is given.’  God does not shout, or cajole, and God’s gift of himself, in Jesus, is pure gift.  We are not required to respond but, when we do, we find more of God’s goodness made available to us.  

The gift of the baby Jesus to Mary and Joseph, like the gift of any baby, marks the end of a pregnancy, and also the beginning of a new way of life.  You could say that a woman labours to give birth, … and then the work begins!  A baby is for life, not just for Christmas, and, after Jesus had been born, Mary and Joseph had the continuing responsibility of nurturing the baby, and of ‘guiding and helping him in his early years.’

It started with a gift, but there was still work to do.  And, after the silent years of Jesus’s childhood, and early manhood, when he began his ministry, there was more work to do.  We would not be sitting here today if Jesus had kept himself to himself.  

What on earth is the Church for?  It seems to me that, unless Norham Church is a gift, or a blessing, or an asset, to the wider community, then we are not being true to our calling, as followers of Christ.  And, when a gift comes our way, we do well not to keep it to ourselves.

Now, the St Cuthbert’s Project aims to improve the heating, lighting, seating and heritage interpretation at Norham Church, to make the church building more user-friendly and more useful to the wider community.

It started with a gift, in that Bill Mills, of blessed memory, left a legacy to Norham Church.  I will always be proud that this church, despite being tempted to keep that gift to itself, decided, instead, to share its good fortune with the wider community.  Approximately half the value of the legacy was used, in partnership with the Norham Development Trust, to provide low-cost rented accommodation, for those who might otherwise find it difficult to afford to live in Norham.  

The other half of Bill Mills’s gift has been used to develop the St Cuthbert’s Project, which has already attracted generous contributions from both individuals and grant-making bodies, and has recently received – as I said at the beginning of the service – a conditional offer of £245,000 from The National Lottery Heritage Fund.

We now have about 73% of the necessary funding in the pipeline, and I would like to thank all the members of the Standing Committee, who have worked immensely hard to bring us to this point.  But there is still work to do.  The funding is not an end in itself, but a new beginning.  And my hope is that, by this time next year, you will all be sitting more comfortably, with the new heating and pew cushions in place.  You can find more information about the St Cuthbert’s Project on the display board at the back of church.

The offers of grants are not just about the money.  They are also an investment in, and thus a vote of confidence in, what we are trying to achieve in our local community.  And the same goes for the gift of the chancel arch curtains by The Maltings; the recent fundraising concert by Gina McCormack; the gift of a painting by a renowned artist, who lives locally; and the huge amount of time and effort that numerous people have contributed.  They are all part of what I like to call an economy of grace, which is the opposite of the transactional nature of so much of today’s geopolitics.  When the members of a local community act in a gracious way, by giving to each other, without demanding anything in return, then everybody benefits.

This is the way God works.  God’s gift of himself, in Jesus, is an investment in, and thus a vote of confidence in, humanity.  In the economy of salvation, which is an economy of grace, God gives himself to us, risking the disappointment.  The birth of the baby Jesus is pure gift.  We are not required to respond.  But, when we follow the example of God in Jesus, and give of ourselves in a gracious way, then the world becomes a better place.
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