HOMILY for the 2nd. SUNDAY of CHRISTMASTIDE [C], January 3rd., 2010
“The Word was made flesh”

The Freedom of Information Act 2000 has – theoretically – greatly increased our opportunities for obtaining information from official bodies who can no longer so easily hide behind a smokescreen.
However, the Cabinet papers of the Government are still released under what is known as the 30-year rule, though there have been proposals to reduce this time interval, except in sensitive matters concerning national security, the Royal Family, and suchlike.

At New Year, I always enjoy seeing what is revealed of the government of the nation 30 years ago.   For the papers of 1979, now released, we first of all had Jim Callaghan’s Labour government collapsing under a sustained economic crisis leading to endless strikes, the “winter of discontent”.   Cabinet members seemed most concerned, however, with the fact that picketing of the Heinz factory meant that the nation was likely to run out of baked beans, which it was thought would lead to civil commotion.    Then in came Margaret Thatcher, and the papers tell us a lot about her forthright manner, and the inability of other countries to cope with her being a female Prime Minister.    So the Chinese were proposing for her visit there to equip her with a bodyguard made up only of female karate experts – Mrs. Thatcher soon saw that idea off.

It was even more vivid in 1969, when Harold Wilson was also in economic trouble.   The Cabinet then discussed banning foreign travel – as if! – and prohibiting imports of unnecessary foreign foods such as avocado pears.     This was on top of planning to abolish the Remembrance Day parade in Whitehall, and handing over the Falklands to Argentina, having first sent the descendants of the Welsh setters in Argentina over to the Falklands to convince the islanders that the Argentines were all very nice people.
Putting the flesh on the bones of a story – that is what these released Cabinet papers do.

We could say, as a manner of speaking, that a “30-year rule” applied with regard to the story of Christ.   “What will this child turn out to be?” people asked in wonder.   But for 30 years they were not going to find out;  the mystery was hidden, growing and developing, in the domestic life of Nazareth.     Then and only then there came forth the one who taught and worked wonders, and died on the Cross.   And the centurion at Calvary cracked open the mystery by saying, according to the three different accounts:  “This was a great and good man”, “Truly this man was a son of God” or “Truly this man was the Son of God”.

Even so, this wonderful truth was known only in a tiny fragment of the civilised world.    It was only to be after another 30 years, more or less, another 30-year rule, that the Synoptic Gospels – Matthew, Mark and Luke – began to emerge.   Mark presents Jesus as a clear-cut man of action;  Matthew and Luke open the pages of the story of Jesus’ birth;  the teaching – the Sermon on the Mount, the Sermon on the Plain;  the birth of the Church;  the compassion of Jesus in the parables of tenderness;   the foolishness of the disciples, and the complex character of Peter.   All was now being revealed for anybody who would see or hear.

Yet another 30-year rule, and we have the Gospel of John, whose prologue we have just heard.   The intimate Jesus of the Last Supper discourse;  the mystery of the battle of light and darkness;  Jesus as the Word, being with God the Father in the beginning;  the Word made flesh;  the universal Jesus – as John’s Gospel says: “the whole world could not contain all the books that would have to be written” about him.
Most of us also pass through a 30-year rule concerning our faith.   We receive it as children, lapping it up along with our Nativity plays at primary school;  then we become half-hearted, or rebellious, as students;  then we experience the world, we have a job, a boy- or girl-friend, marriage, success (just possibly).   The big questions loom larger now:  what’s life really for?   We become more aware of death.   It is at this time of life that many people come seeking Jesus again through his Church.

The truth is that a greater sensitivity is growing in us, hidden under the surface, all the time, only waiting to be released.   “God is working his purpose out, as year succeeds to year.”    How this happens, we cannot tell;  we cannot force it, for it is like a seed growing to become a shoot, and then the grain, as Jesus says.    Then there is the time for maturity.

Unfortunately it is very easy for us to impede this growth of Jesus Christ within our lives, a growth which is promoted by the Holy Spirit, because, like members of the Cabinet, we are often so concerned with trivia in our faith.    The nation was concerned about strike after strike, rubbish piling up on the streets, and the economy in tatters.   The Cabinet were preoccupied with beans.     Jesus wishes to come into our lives as the Way, the Truth and the Life, but we are often more concerned with minute details of religious practice, like who sings what when, or sits where, or opens or shuts what, or wears which garment.
For me it is summed up by the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem – the burial place of Christ no less – which is shared by Catholics, Greeks and Armenians, who are so suspicious of each other they have to entrust the key to two Muslim families to keep the peace.     They recently managed to apply their own 30-year rule:  it took them 30 years to decide what colour to repaint the ceiling.

The Prologue to John’s Gospel pushes all detail aside and lets the whole mystery of God’s plan hit us head on, coming full force.   The beginning, the Word, the light, the flesh, the grace, the truth, the will of God!    A truly awesome revelation.

And when will we respond to its invitation, and to its challenge?   When will we Christians stop arguing about the equivalent of no baked beans or imported avocado bears, and put first things first?
