Cathedral Mattins  Christmas Day 2011 Sermon by the Bishop of Exeter
This Christmas I have been thinking a lot about the power of words.  This is very much a theme of the Christmas story. The Emperor Augustus gave the word that there should be a census throughout the Roman Empire.  The purpose was to assess people for tax, and to ensure that no one escaped paying it.  The outcome was thousands of people everywhere on the move, journeying back to their home town to be registered, including expectant mothers like Mary.  And after the birth of Jesus, the local King, Herod, afraid for the stability and future of his regime, this petty tyrant gave the word to kill all the young boys in the area in an attempt to get rid of what he saw as a threat to his power. Joseph on the other hand responded to a word of warning, a word that offered freedom and the fulfillment of a word of hope.   
Words are incredibly powerful.  A harsh word, a word of thoughtless criticism or sarcasm can cut to the quick, and especially when uttered to a child can crush and possible main for life.  A word of encouragement and kindness can lift the spirits and bring new hope in even the bleakest of times.  There is a ‘You Tube clip’ doing the rounds at present which I love and which makes the point so well.  In it a blind man is sitting begging in front of the steps of St Paul’s.  He has a cardboard sign saying ‘I’m blind, please help.’  The occasional passer-by stops to put a single coin into his tin.  Then along comes a smart young woman, a city worker, in designer clothes and Jimmy Choo shoes.  She walks by, without giving anything, but then returns, picks up the bit of battered cardboard, turns it over and writes on it with a black felt tip pen.  The blind man reaches out and feels her shoes, but she just turns and goes on her way.  After that, though, so many people stop, and instead of a single coin, handfuls are put down by the man’s feet.

Later the same woman returns, and once more stops.  Once more the blind man feels her shoes, and recognizing them asks her: ‘What did you do to my sign’ to which she replies: ‘I wrote the same but different words’ at which point the camera moves to the sign which now says: It’s a beautiful day, and I can’t see it.’ The video ends with the caption: ‘Change your words; change your world.’
That’s what happened in that first Christmas.  A centuries’ old message is given to the world in a different word.  The urging of the prophets to ‘love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might’ and to ‘do justice, and to love kindness,  and to walk humbly with your God’ is given new meaning, as those word become living words.  Indeed, a lived out word, made real, and enfleshed in human life. No one can now protest that such a way of living is impossible, because through the Word of God becoming flesh and dwelling among us, full of grace and truth, it is lived out fully from the cradle to the cross, and even beyond that through death and resurrection to an eternal crown
Those wonderful words at the beginning of the Gospel of John: “The word became flesh and made his dwelling among us” are truly good news, For once the Word of God did become flesh and dwell among us, things were never the same again.  They were never the same again for Joseph and Mary, nor for Peter and Andrew and James and John and Mary Magdalene, and all those others who saw their world changed by that Word and their response.  And they were never the same again for the Herods and Caesars of this world who saw their power challenged and subverted not by force and military victory, but by the power of truth and love.  And the world has never been the same since as countless generations of men and women, have been gripped by that Word, and changed by that word and set out, often at great cost and sacrifice to change the world for good.  Because of that word, broken lives were mended, injustices challenged, slaves set free, new communities of loving service and prayer brought into being, and the Gospel of Jesus Christ spread throughout the whole world.

All of which then makes me reflect on where I see the signs of this same life changing, world changing, word at work today.  And it is a question on which I have been led to reflect very deeply by hearing Pope Benedict XVI, in a deeply challenging address, speak about the danger that ‘Europe is withdrawing from history’; or, to put it another way, that the peoples of Europe, and especially the churches and the Christians within them have effectively ceased to believe that, with the Word of God, we really can change history.  In fact there is an increasingly fatalism that history cannot be changed, that things have to be as they are, and as they will be.  And partly that is because we have ceased to believe in the power of the Word to change ourselves. The result, and few can doubt this, is a Europe that is manifestly in crisis.  There has been a growing culture of living for self; and that leads not only to individual, but also national, local, regional, business and commercial, selfishness.  But, eventually, when they live for themselves, a man and a woman die, when a nation lives only for itself it eventually dies too, a community dies, an economy shrivels, a society turns in upon itself. In a powerful insight, Pope Benedict spoke of the risk that Europe would withdraw itself from history and decline into mere chronicle.  We are, he suggested, imprisoned by the daily chronicle (by daily news), by the debates of our own countries, that are shouted one day and forgotten the next. But all this is not history, its just news; and it is not good news. For so many centuries Europe looked outward, with a belief that the whole world could be changed.  Often the understanding of the means by which that change might come was profoundly wrong, but the sense of not being prisoners of history, but partners in shaping it was undoubtedly there. 
And, with the sense of being prisoners comes the raising of walls. 
But if you raise walls to defend yourself, the demons that have torn apart the world in the past are going to come back, the demons of fratricidal wars, the demons of misused power and wealth, the demons of unfairness and injustice, seen in unsustainable inequalities of well-being and wealth. 
These walls are created by arrogance, fear and hubris; the very denial of a dynamic word of compassion, benevolence, philanthropy, fair dealing and love.  But these are the words, which when enfleshed in evangelism and social concern, in movements of missionary zeal and community action, have in the past challenged and reshaped a fearful and introverted world, and still have the power to do the same today.

This Christmas it is not possible to gather in celebration in this cathedral, without being aware of those members of the ‘Occupy’ movement, encamped just outside these walls. Where I find myself at one with them is in a belief that things do not have to be as they are, that things can and should be different, and that a message, a word – embodied in action – can change the world.  Where I have disagreed with them has been in the means by which this is going to happen.  Change, as the Christmas story tells us, comes about not when words are chanted from the sidelines, but when they shape, and lead to, actions that themselves make a difference, and bring good news. This was the Word made flesh that shaped and guided and empowered a Francis of Assisi, or Mother Theresa, or Lord Shaftesbury, or which guide our local community’s outreach through such different means as St Petrock’s here on the Cathedral green, or advocacy and development work by organizations such as the Children’s Society or Christian Aid today. For all its laudable aspirations, and the principles to which it wants to turn our attention, those campers outside don’t yet seem to have found a word, a story, which is really connecting with the narrative, the daily chronicle of our world, in a way that the majority of people have, so far, been able to grasp and understand.
But in the Christmas story, we do have a word, which down through the centuries has been able to do this very thing. We have at the heart of our faith a belief that the Word of God entered history to transform it with the Good News of the power of truth and love.  The word has become flesh and it does dwell among us.  And that has to mean that the Word has continued, and does, continue, to enter history, through the Body of Christ, the Church, you and me, when it is faithful to the Word, and is then able to transform mere daily news and chronicle into a dynamic of history which is glad tidings of comfort and joy to a fearful and timid world.

For any of us to come with the shepherds and the magi to kneel at the crib of the Word made flesh this Christmas is to be faced with an opportunity

to renew our personal and communal encounter with Christ, the word of life made visible, and to become his heralds and servants of that same Word, so that the gift of divine life – communion with God and one another – can spread ever more fully throughout the world

With Jesus, the Word made flesh, we can change the world this Christmas, and in the coming year; we can make it more human; we can build a family for all. Yes, we are undergoing a difficult time, a time of deeper and deeper crisis and of violence which marks human relationships. But with Jesus, with His word, with His love, we can give rest to people in sorrow; we can give hope, we can be changed by the word, to change our word, to change our world, and the world for others as well.

Isaiah 62.1-5

The Vindication and Salvation of Zion

62 For Zion’s sake I will not keep silent,
   and for Jerusalem’s sake I will not rest,
until her vindication shines out like the dawn,
   and her salvation like a burning torch. 
2 The nations shall see your vindication,
   and all the kings your glory;
and you shall be called by a new name
   that the mouth of the Lord will give. 
3 You shall be a crown of beauty in the hand of the Lord,
   and a royal diadem in the hand of your God. 
4 You shall no more be termed Forsaken,*
   and your land shall no more be termed Desolate;*
but you shall be called My Delight Is in Her,*
   and your land Married;*
for the Lord delights in you,
   and your land shall be married. 
5 For as a young man marries a young woman,
   so shall your builder* marry you,
and as the bridegroom rejoices over the bride,
   so shall your God rejoice over you. 

Matthew 1.18-end

The Birth of Jesus the Messiah

18 Now the birth of Jesus the Messiah* took place in this way. When his mother Mary had been engaged to Joseph, but before they lived together, she was found to be with child from the Holy Spirit. 19Her husband Joseph, being a righteous man and unwilling to expose her to public disgrace, planned to dismiss her quietly. 20But just when he had resolved to do this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, ‘Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife, for the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. 21She will bear a son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.’ 22All this took place to fulfil what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet: 
23 ‘Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son,
   and they shall name him Emmanuel’,
which means, ‘God is with us.’ 24When Joseph awoke from sleep, he did as the angel of the Lord commanded him; he took her as his wife, 25but had no marital relations with her until she had borne a son;* and he named him Jesus.
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