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A lady asked me yesterday whether we sang carols at the Midnight Communion – and I was very happy to tell her that we certainly do.  [I’m also happy to see that lady here tonight, and I do hope we’ve chosen carols that she’ll enjoy joining in with.]

For many people, joining in with carols is one of the special things about Christmas. If you live locally, and received one of our church Christmas cards through your door, you’ll perhaps remember that it has a picture on it of a crowd of happy people singing, embraced and surrounded by angels – they’re all joining in together with the song of heaven. And that’s really what we’re about, here in church tonight.

Of course, some people are reticent about joining in with singing: ‘I’ve no voice’, they say; ‘I sing out of tune’; ‘ it’s better if I just listen’… But John Bell of the Iona Community, whom some of you may know because he quite often speaks on the radio, used to run singing workshops for all kinds of people – in schools, churches and colleges, and in community centres in the Glasgow slums. And what he always said to people who came along was, ‘there’s nobody who can’t sing. You’ve all got the voices of apprentice angels, so just take a deep breath and open your mouths!’

I hope everyone here will enjoy joining in with the singing tonight – we’ve got another two carols which are real crackers. Just take a deep breath and open your mouth!  Remember, you’ve got the voice of an apprentice angel!

Christmas is about joining in. It’s about the astounding fact that God came to join in with us in our life, in our world. We’ve got rather familiar with the story, so maybe we’re not as astounded as we ought to be. But in Jesus’ day everybody knew that God was so holy, so pure, so much beyond us in every way, that human beings scarcely dared approach him. The whole architecture of the Temple where the Jews worshipped in Jerusalem was designed to keep a separation between God and sinful people – wall upon wall ,and sanctuary hidden within sanctuary. Only the High Priest dared enter the holiest place of all, once a year – and then only with sacrificial blood and after elaborate rites of purification. God was that holy.

And he still is holy – the holiest and the highest that we know. But Jesus, in his birth, has closed the gap between God and us; he’s come to join in with us here. And he’s come to show us that what God’s holiness consists in is not separation, but an absolute burning love for the world, and for  each one of us – for you, and for me.

Thousands of years ago, people told the story of a God who was so fed up with the human race that he all but washed it off the face of the earth. Jesus tells another story – of a God who’s so committed to the human race that he’s come to join in with our life– even though we’re so foolish and reckless that we threaten to wash ourselves off the face of the earth, through the way that we treat it. But God’s with us, and beside us as we face that threat, and struggle, however ineffectually, to do something about it. And he’s joining in beside us, feeling what victims of disasters feel, and strengthening the courage and heroism of those who do good in the face of calamity. That’s the holiness of the God who joined in at Christmas.
But just as I’ve invited you all to join in with the singing, giving it all your hearts and energy, so God is inviting us to join in with him, in what he wants to do in the world beyond this church service.

Mary and Joseph joined in with him, when they each in their own way said ‘yes’ to what he asked of them. Can you say ‘yes’ to God tonight?
The shepherds in the fields joined in, when they got over their fear at an extraordinary experience, and began to believe that there was Good News for them – yes them – whom so many people despised and treated as outsiders. They opened their hearts to the message that God’s love was for them as well as other people, and later they opened their mouths to make this love known. Can you open your heart tonight to God’s love, which is for you, whoever you are, and whatever you feel about yourself? And can you see yourself ever opening your  mouth to share the news of that love with others?

The Wise Men from the East joined in with God’s story, when they used the best they knew as a springboard to search for something greater. Can you see yourself as a seeker tonight, prepared to be surprised by God, and finally to bend the knee to someone beyond your preconceptions?

Perhaps you will enter the coming year, ready,  like the innkeeper, to join in with God’s purposes by showing compassion to people at the end of their resources? Do you want, like the angels, to proclaim peace, and do what you can to make it happen – whether in the world, or in your own relationships?

This is, above all, a festival of joining in – God joining in, at the cost of his own heart’s-blood, with the struggle to redeem and heal the world he loves so much; and human beings, responding to that love by saying ‘yes’ to it, and asking for it to permeate their lives, so that they can join in with God in what he’s doing.

God is still holy and pure, but he doesn’t want to keep us at a distance. You might feel he would want to keep his distance from the atrocities we hear of in the news every day. But his holiness and purity is that of the innocent face of the babe of Bethlehem – innocent enough to pay the price of our sin, and vulnerable enough to exert the powerful pull of love which makes us say – ‘yes, I want to be with you through thick and thin.’

He joined in with our life one earth, (so the Fathers of the Church tell us, so that in the end we might join in with his life in heaven. We may have trouble imagining what ‘the life of heaven’ means right now, but we can begin to share the experience of unity with him, by saying  ‘yes’ to joining in with  his life, right here,  tonight, at the Communion rail.
