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On this Holy Night we celebrate not only the birth of Jesus, but the birth of the Christian faith. After the resurrection, when the first followers of Jesus looked back and told the story of the founder’s birth, they used as titles of Jesus the same words that Roman imperial propaganda used of Augustus. The Emperor Augustus, who had died in the year 14 of the common era, was known as the Prince of peace, the Son of God, the saviour of the world and bringer of light. It was believed that he was born of a virgin mother through union with the God Apollo. His life and work were described as Good News or Gospel. But when the Gospel writer used these titles of Jesus and these ideas, they did so knowing full well that, some twenty years after the death of Augustus Jesus had been executed by the Roman method of death on the cross. It was a method of execution reserved for rebels and slaves and such a death spoke of both punishment and disgrace.

In other words the Prince of Peace, the King of Kings, whose birth we celebrate is a very different kind of king from Augustus or his successor Tiberias. His reign, the reign which shall have no end, is very different from that of the Roman Empire, or any other empire.

Neither John, the beginning of whose Gospel we read as our liturgical Gospel tonight, nor Mark, have any story about the birth of Jesus. It is in the Gospels of Matthew and Luke that we find the well known account round which our feast is based. Perhaps we are so used to the conflated version of the story which we hear in carols and pageants, that we do not always notice that Matthew and Luke have very different accounts.  Only Luke tells of the census which brought Mary and Joseph to Bethlehem, and of the birth in the stable because there was no room in the inn. Only Luke tells of the visit of the shepherds and angels. In Matthew’s story, Bethlehem is the home town of Mary and Joseph. Jesus is born in their house. Only Matthew tells of the visit of the wise men from the East led by their star. Only Matthew tells of Herod’s violent jealousy. Luke sets the story in the context of the reign of Augustus, emperor of Rome: Matthew in the reign of Herod, King of the Jews.

But there is one thing that Matthew and Luke have in common, and that is a sense of joy. When those wise men saw that the star had stopped, they were overwhelmed with joy.
 In Luke, the joy begins even earlier with the birth of John the Baptist His father, Zechariah, is told that through this child he will have joy and gladness and that many will rejoice at his birth.
  When Mary visits the pregnant Elizabeth, soon to be John’s mother, with her own news of pregnancy, Elizabeth tells that John leaped in her womb for joy.
 And then, when the angel comes to the shepherds, he says to them “Do not be afraid; for see – I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people.”

This sense of joy continues in the Gospel stories. Matthew recounts a parable of Jesus:

"The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field, which someone found and hid; then in his joy he goes and sells all that he has and buys that field.

After the resurrection the disciples, he tell us:

left the tomb quickly with fear and great joy, and ran to tell his disciples.

In Luke, after seventy disciples had been on a missionary journey,

they returned with joy, saying, "Lord, in your name even the demons submit to us!"

Later in the gospel, Jesus says:

Just so, I tell you, there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance.

Even after Jesus’ final departing from the disciples,

They worshiped him, and returned to Jerusalem with great joy;

John also talks much about joy. Let me just give one example:

Jesus said, I have said these things to you so that my joy may be in you, and that your joy may be complete.

This sense of joy in the Gospels clearly reflects feelings of joy felt by the early Christians in their lives. In his letters to the infant churches, Paul had spoken many times of his own joy, and the joy his hearers had known as they received the Gospel. The fruit of the Spirit, he told the Galatians is love, joy, patience, kindness, generosity gentleness and self control.

Paul, in his letter to the Thessalonians, and the later writer of the letter to the Hebrew even link joy with persecution.
 In the first letter of Peter, which also deals with persecution, the writer says you believe in [Jesus] and rejoice with an indescribable and glorious joy.

What is joy? It is more, I believe, than mere contentment, more than happiness. These are feelings and emotions which occur fairly near the surface of our lives. Joy is a feeling which springs from the depths of our being. We often associate feelings in general with the heart, even if we know scientifically that they have more to do with the brain and its chemistry and the body’s hormones. For the Biblical writers, feelings came from the guts. Even today, of course, we may say we have a “gut feeling” about something. The sense of joy, when we feel it, really does, in my experience, seem to come from the depths of the inner self. And whereas contentment and happiness can be a response to fairly superficial stimuli, joy, I believe, arises out of a deep inner transformation. This transformation takes place, in the Christian spiritual tradition, when we accept who we are, and when we know that we are unconditionally loved and cared for. The message of Christmas is, above all, a message of unconditional acceptance and love and the transformation which it can bring to our lives.
But this transformation, and the joy which comes from it, are not only experiences of the individual. When Matthew and Luke set the story of Jesus in the context of Roman and Jewish history and politics, and when John, as we read at Christmas 
, sets the story in the mythical context of creation, they are pointing us towards discovering that the transforming power of God is at work, not just in our inner lives, but in society, in the world, in our history, science, creativity and politics.

As we look around at our world today, such transformation is deeply needed.  How do we move from our obsession with growth, comfort and convenience, which prevents us from seeing the damage our life style is creating in our fragile biosphere? How do we overcome our reliance on power and force to solve the world’s problems? How shall we learn that violence begets violence? How shall we learn to dethrone ourselves from the centre of the universe, so that we can live in a world where difference is not only acceptable, but seen to be beautiful? How can we deal with a church which wants to believe that God’s unconditional love is restricted to those who meet our requirements of purity and orthodoxy?

The Christmas story, with its contrast between the power and violence of Herod and Augustus on the one hand, and the joy and peace offered in the life of Jesus, I believe, points us to a way of answering these questions. To be a follower of Jesus is to allow God’s love and unconditional acceptance to transform us through the work of the Holy Spirit within. The presence of Christ and the Holy Spirit in our lives, however, does not transform us out of society, but right in the very middle of it. To follow Jesus means to struggle daily with all the problem of injustice, inequality, prejudice and violence in our world. But the weapons with which we struggle are very different from those of the world. One of the greatest temptations to which the church has so often succumbed, is to ally itself with the forces of power.  But the weapons of our struggle are not the sword and the gun, not wealth and political power, but the much greater power of love and love’s social counterpart of justice.

It is the midst of this struggle to bring love justice and peace to the world that we shall find true joy, the joy which arises from our own inner transformation as we seek to bring the possibility of inner transformation to society and the world.

In the English tradition we are accustomed to say Merry or Happy Christmas. But maybe the French tradition is better. Joyeux Noël  I wish you a Joyful Christmas.
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