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Spongebob Squarepants, Manchester United, Lego, The Milky Bar Kid, Dairy Milk Santa, Divine Nativity and Traditional Victorian. All of these are amongst the ever growing themes of this year’s Advent Calendars, mostly complete with chocolate treats behind each door. These calendars count down to something or other, and create a heightened sense of anticipation. The last “door” is often twice the size and all that chocolate and excitement for that day they call Christmas Day is so great that a hyper-active sleepless night is almost guaranteed! But for what?
At Christmastime, the fake TV world at this time of year encourages us to feel warm, nostalgic, excited as well as selfish and generous in equal measure! The carol services and the cribs, and the twinkling lights in the streets and on the trees encourage us to feel cosy and hopeful. We guard jealously the ancient traditions and ring-fence “joy” to the world. But for what?
There is a town called Bethlehem which is famous because of Christmas a couple of thousand years ago, but it exists today. The YMCA work there, funded by Christian Aid and the following paragraph uses some of their words. The YMCA say “There are no children here who have not seen or heard about violence as a daily fact of life”. Noor Rabia is 17 years old and his family are very poor. Three years ago he picked up an unusual looking object that turned out to be an abandoned explosive device. Noor lost his right hand. He dropped out of school and didn’t want to see his friends any more. Like many other children and young people living in conflict situations, his family were too poor to get him physical or emotional help, so he “lost all hope in life”. Bethlehem today is scarred by poverty and conflict, and children get caught in the crossfire. Nevertheless they will endeavour to celebrate Christmas in Bethlehem this year. But for what?
This is why: Because Jesus Christ, the King of Peace was born there. The Christmas story is more than just a story (like Santa and his sleigh): it really happened and like ripples that spread across time – the pebble of hope that was dropped in the dark pool of Bethlehem way back then still stirs the waters of life today and reminds us that hope and love never dies. St John said that the Light shines in the darkness and could not be overcome. Even though we might wish to sing “O broken town of Bethlehem…” and feel thoroughly discouraged, STOP! Pause! See the small light that shines: be still; be quiet for it is often very difficult to see, but it’s there. 
Noor Rabia has been given hope thanks to a YMCA counsellor coming alongside him and helping him work through all his many traumas. Christian Aid managed to fund a prosthetic hand and now he is back at school and living in hope for the future. He simply says “I have more life to live – more hope”. When I was in Pakistan, I learned that the name Noor means “Light”! Coincidence? 
It is small stories of hope; small lights shining in the night; coming out of dark places just like this one that reminds me why we celebrate Christmas at all. It’s not for the warm fuzzy feelings and the nostalgic excess-fest that Christmas has become, but it’s all about the Almighty Creator of all things being born into fragile, vulnerable, danger, as a baby delivered in a dirty shed. So that he can come alongside Noor, you and me. WOW! This is certainly worth celebrating! This is where Christmas starts: with Jesus!
And so, please pray with me this Christmas a “Bethlehem Prayer”:


Lead us to Bethlehem Lord.


Show us again the Christ Child -

the King of Kings in a manger.


Remind us that you came with no glamour,

but with a quiet, extravagant love that

whispered revolution:


‘freedom from oppression

and good news to the poor’.


Lead us to broken places Lord -

use us to build hope

and work for their transformation.

Amen.
The REAL peace of Christmas be with you all!

David
