BISHOP MARK’S CHRISTMAS MESSAGE

There is an advert on television at the moment that has the line “They will Come”, prepare the feast and they will come.  I am fascinated by this wonderfully religious theme taken up by a supermarket chain, the message of preparation and invitation which is so important to our Christmas message.
Well we have had the preparation, the wonderful Advent themes, readings and carols.  We have brought out the things that make our home and churches inviting, we have prepared the cards of invitation to our services and mulled wine events.  We have even, I pray, had the chance to sit quietly and prepare ourselves.
Now comes the welcome; now comes the moment when we open our arms and our hearts and say welcome…. And this is the hard part, because when you throw yourself open and welcome, you must welcome everyone, not simply those you like or those who do the things you like. When I invite someone to my house, I expect them to be respectful of my possessions and space but I also ensure I have the things they like, the things that make them feel at home as well. There is little point in inviting a vegetarian and offering only meat.

We as church need to be very sure that we are not grudging in our welcome or selective either. There are moments when it almost seems acceptable to keep out those who have messed up our society, those who have laughed at God, those who have taken rather than given, those who are nasty or cynical, those who don’t care about others.  Yet if I exclude them how will they ever catch a glimpse of something more fulfilling and affirming, how can people be expected to change if they are kept outside in the cold.
We must always be ready for our welcome to bring change, for the guest to bring something new and for you to offer something more than simple sentiment to those who come seeking our table.  Something that will change lives, theirs and ours, giving freedom for the Spirit to flow among all those who “come to the feast”

As this poem by Thom M Shuman says

We’ve mucked out the stable and put down the plush carpet;
still, you will come: tracking in mud from the Jordan 
and shaking sin’s dust from off your clothes.
 
The animals have been dropped off at the RSPCA and the room deodorised;
still, you will come: leading the lost, the least, the little into our midst.
 
We’ve turned over the manger and covered it with Irish lace, 
setting the table with the finest silver and china: 
 still, you will come: tearing the linen into strips for binding our wounds, 
selling the silver to feed the hungry.
 
We’ve tamed and made marketable this most holy of nights, 
shaping it by our own desires and dilemmas;
 still, you will come:  slipping between the cracks in our despair 
to fill our emptiness with grace and the carols of angels: 
to transform our acquisitiveness into generosity.    
Please have a Blessed, Joyful and welcoming Christmas, 
+Mark
