
Sermon for Christmas Eve Midnight Mass 2018 

Isaiah 52 v 7-10 

Hebrews 1 v 1-4 

John 1 v 1-14 

 

“Hear ye people even to the uttermost end of the earth:  

God is with us. 

The people that walked in darkness have seen a great light. The people that 

dwell in the shadow of death upon them the light has shined. For unto us a 

child is born, for unto us a son is given:  

God is with us. 

And the government shall be upon his shoulder. And his name shall be called 

Wonderful, Counsellor, the Mighty God, the Everlasting Father, the Prince of 

Peace. 

Hear ye people, even to the uttermost end of the earth:  

God is with us.  

Christ is born!” 

 

It’s possible that you may recognise these as the words of Sir John Tavener’s 

great composition ‘God is with us’ which will not be amongst the winners of 

Classic FM’s competition for the nation’s favourite carol tomorrow, but which 

never fails to convey to me the majesty and mystery of the event we celebrate 

this evening: that God has made himself known in a single, extraordinary life.  

But let me begin with a story - that comes not from the Christian tradition of 

Christmas but was told by an 18th century Jewish rabbi.  It’s about a Jewish 

worshipper, a shopkeeper called Ben Ezra, on the eve of a great festival.  Like 

us this man’s in a place of prayer, he’s praying in his synagogue.  Praying so 

long and hard that his rabbi becomes impatient, and wonders what’s keeping 

him at his prayers. So finally, he can bear it no longer and he interrupts him, 

asking what he’s been praying about. Ben Ezra says, 



“I will tell you what I have been saying,” 

“To the Master of the Universe I say ‘These are my sins and I confess them: 

• I argue with my wife. But you know my wife. 

• I lost patience with my children. But what parent doesn’t? 

• I cheated a little in the shop. But just a little. Among friends.  

How small my sins are, Master of the Universe! 

Now consider your sins: 

• You dry up the sky, and our crops wither. 

• You let the rains come before the poor man has the roof repaired. 

• You do not stop war and young men die. 

• The marriage bed is empty; there is no child in the womb. 

• You take away the light from the eyes of a child, and he is blind. 

• You take away loved ones, and we are left alone until we die.” 

And had Ben Ezra been praying in 2018 he could well have added: 

• You allow some to accumulate vast amounts of income whilst others 

are left desperate; 

• You’ve created minds more easily entrenched than changed; 

• You let kindness and empathy diminish. The ability to understand the 

intentions of others and view them with compassion withers away 

and we forget what it is to be civilised.  

Ben Ezra completes his list and then says: “These are your sins, Master of the 

Universe, and they are very great.  But I will make you a proposition: You 

forgive me my little sins, and I will forgive you your great ones!’ 

That was my proposal, Rabbi, and I ask you, was that so wrong?” 

The Rabbi did not answer for a long time.  

“No, Ben Ezra,” he said at last, “it was not wrong, it was not wrong. But why 

did you drive so small a bargain? For sins like these you could have asked him 

to send the Messiah. You could have asked him to redeem the world.”  

 

 



God is with us. Christmas begins tonight, and it begins with the sort of world 

we live in.  

Who can doubt it: we’re people who can express great love, experience deep 

joy, and passionately desire goodness for our world. But sometimes it feels like 

we’re also people who walk in darkness. 

That’s why John, the disciple of Jesus who we heard describing the Christmas 

story just now, does it in the way he does.  He assumes that you know all about 

the manger, the shepherds, and the angels: instead he tells you what all that 

means. That the world can be a dark place and into that darkness comes the 

power of love shown to us in a person both human and divine. On a distant 

night in Bethlehem for sure, but also into the moments of our own despair or 

desolation. 

Christmas comes to the sort of world we know: to our fears, our defences, our 

unkindness’s, and it comes to the corruption of our priorities.   

• That’s been powerfully illustrated by the BBC trailer which I guess you 

must have caught between programmes these last few weeks. A 

mother is so distracted by all she must cope with at work and the 

sheer hassle and busyness of the demands on her that her son 

doubts he has any priority or importance in her life. We feel like 

cheering when she eventually puts him first. 

God is with us in the world as it is, to tell us that the darkness doesn’t 

overwhelm the light, that love is not just more attractive than hate but believe 

this - it’s also stronger than hate.  

And as Christmas begins tonight, and it begins with God living as part of that 

world.  

When the Messiah comes it’s not only as a human person but as one of the 

poor ones, to live as most of us do, a tough and messy life.  

So we hear John declare: God is with us. 

Not God is with the religiously minded or morally upright 

Not God is with you when you take an interest in him 

But God is with us, and Bethlehem is there to remind us that ‘us’ means 

refugees and tyrants, drunken revellers, sceptical shepherds, blood on the 



stable floor and the whole gamut of human existence from life to death, from 

its ragged edges to its misfit members.  

And into that messiness also comes the divine sphere of angels bringing beauty 

and holiness, fragility and the hope of peace. Alongside us comes God who is 

unsullied by the ugliness, profanity, greed and abuse of power to which 

humans have always been capable. And whose impulse is to rescue us.  

The likelihood is that tonight, this Christmas Eve, you have something in your 

life for which you’d like to hold God to account. Something for which you’d like 

him to take responsibility because nobody else will. Whatever it is – be it global 

injustices or a personal sense of loss – his answer is always the same and it’s 

the very essence of this night. You are not alone. God is with you.  

And finally, Christmas begins tonight, and it begins with an invitation to be 

grateful. 

As children our Christmases were full of gratitude, that our empty stockings 

were miraculously filled with toys.  As we grew we then became grateful for 

the awesomeness of the stars, for the faces we came to love, for good wines 

and vast seas. It’s gratitude that makes our lives magical. 

A friend of mine calls the gift giving we’re all about to enjoy ‘the language of 

the tongue tied’. The gifts we share say ‘thank you’ or ‘I care about you’ or ‘I 

love you’. 

God’s coming among us reminds us we were meant for love, for the sheer wild 

gratitude for the gift of being. In some inscrutable way on this Christmas Eve 

we discover we are known and loved from the very heart of the universe.  

We can’t forget that there are some deeply unattractive attitudes and 

insoluble issues abroad in our communities this Christmas, many of which we 

can’t change or easily solve but we are able to give ourselves to gratitude, to 

generosity and compassion – with that we can join forces to declare peace on 

earth and good will to all. 

Hear ye people, even to the uttermost end of the earth. God is with us. Christ 

is born! 

 

 


