Fear not. 25.12.02

Christmas is upon us. The frenetic period of shopping, partying, school nativity plays and family visits is drawing to a close. Apparently this year has witnessed a last minute rush to get everything ready. Much of this activity masks our underlying fears. We are afraid of being alone, of growing old; of being without all those defining ‘must haves’. Then there are echoes of those ancient fears of plague and war, ever present in the past and still all too real in many parts of the world. There is the prospect of war in the Gulf and the threat of terrorism. All that pre-Christmas busyness, necessary as it is, can also mask our fears and represent a natural desire to escape.

If you look carefully as the Gospel accounts of Jesus’ birth you will find that the Christmas story is full of fearful people. ‘Fear not’ said the Archangel Gabriel to Mary when he brought her the news that she was to be the mother of Jesus. ‘Don’t be afraid,’ said the angel bringing a message of peace to the shepherds outside Bethlehem. Fearful journeys take place in the face of hardship and danger.  Mary, great with child, together with Joseph all too aware of possible scandal, travelled from Nazareth to Bethlehem with little prospect of accommodation. The Wisemen voyaged across the desert from Persia, overshadowed by the tyranny of Herod. Herod himself like all tyrants was full of fear. His cruelty, reaching its horrible end in the massacre of the Holy Innocents, came out his fear of losing his position. Its consequence was the flight into Egypt, the Holy family becoming refugees in a foreign land.

The fears were well founded. The fearful were not offered a magical means of escape. They did receive the inner strength to face their fears and a deep inner peace that nothing, however evil, could destroy. It came as they responded to all that was happening, in their worship of the Christ child Mary, Joseph, the shepherds and the Wisemen found deep inner peace as the gazed in adoration at the infant Jesus. 

Children are full of fears too, fears of the dark and of the shadows. Childhood stories, be they from the Brothers’ Grimm or about Harry Potter help them to explore those fears and to exorcise them. There comes a moment in childhood when we realise that the terrifying reflection we see in the window is in fact our self. Once confronted fear dissipates. 

For all the central characters in the Christmas story transformation came as they confronted their fears and stepped out in faith.  If we can find the courage to face our fears during this Christmas period we will be open to receiving inner peace for ourselves, God’s gift to us in the birth of his Son Jesus and with it the possibility of transformation.

The Christmas story is so familiar to us that we may longer give it much thought. Or if we do, we simply dismiss it as belonging to the lost world of childhood. Many down the ages, in pondering it deeply, in facing their fears, have discovered its transforming power. The Christmas story is the full Gospel in miniature. To be open to it is to receive God’s gift of life in all its joyful fullness, this Christmas and always. 

Amen


