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Sermon Notes  
St Mark's Anglican Church  
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Fourth Sunday of Advent 

23 December 2012 

Preacher 

Dr Douglas Golding 

Readings:  Micah 5.2-5a;  Song of Mary;  Hebrews 10.5-10;  Luke 1.39-45 

 
Joy, peace and love 

 
Only two more sleeps until Christmas . . . what can any anyone say about Christmas that has not 
been said many times before? 
 
Christmas means so many different things to different people, it reminds me of the Compass Rose, 
the symbol of the Anglican Communion.  It’s printed on page . . of Connections today.  The symbol 
was designed by a canon of the cathedral of St John the Divine in New York and inlaid into the 
floor of Canterbury Cathedral in 1988.  The Compass Rose has 16 points, to mark that the Anglican 
church then had congregations in 160 countries, in all parts of the world.   And Christmas is 
celebrated in many different ways around the world, with a great variety of customs and practices 
and rituals.  I dare day that if we were to ask you ‘how will you spend Christmas?’ we would have 
many different answers.  Sadly, not everyone will have a truly happy Christmas. 
 
Underneath the Compass Rose in Connections is a simpler compass, with just four points, and 
beside each is a word for what is the most important thing about Christmas for many people.  Let’s 
start in the east – a six-letter word beginning with F, something especially important at Christmas?   
FAMILY … for many people, Christmas is about gathering with their families, often with their 
extended families.  Some people travel a long way to be with family at Christmas, to exchange 
presents, and take photos, and watch and laugh and clap as the children unwrap their presents and 
show them off to everyone, and begin to play with them.   
 
But some people do not have families, or their families are a long way away, or their families do not 
care about them.  For them, Christmas can be a sad time, or a lonely time.  Their memories of 
Christmas past may be happy memories, or very sad memories.  And because we can’t choose our 
family as we can choose our friends, sometimes these Christmas family get-togethers end badly, 
especially if the sisters can’t agree on where the family party is to be held this year, or Uncle Henry 
has too much to drink, or little Tommy does not get the video game he expected, or little Rosemary 
is given the wrong Barbie doll, or one couple is squabbling.  If your Christmas compass is fixed on 
family, you’ll be going in the wrong direction. 
 
Moving to the west, opposite the F for families -- for many people Christmas is all about . . .?  a 
four-letter word beginning with F . . . FOOD.   If you know your Dickens’ Christmas Carol, the 
greatest excitement for the Cratchits’ was the goose: There never was such a goose.  And the 
pudding.  Oh, a wonderful pudding!  . . . it was the greatest success achieved by Mrs Cratchit since 
their marriage.  Some of us can remember the Christmas puddings of our childhood, with real silver 
sixpences, which somehow always found their way into the children’s helpings.  You can’t put 
today’s copper and nickel coins in steaming hot puddings, unless you want to risk getting rather 
sick.   
 
The supermarkets and the Women’s Weekly and Better Homes and Gardens and all the bookshops 
are filled with Christmas recipes, and people spend a lot of money and a lot of time preparing a 
Christmas feast for their family or for their extended family.  Sometimes they spend more than they 
can afford.  They look at their bank statements online and wonder where all the money went.  But 
it’s Christmas, they say, to excuse the extravagance.  And lots of food means lots of drink, and 
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some people measure their Christmas happiness by how many stubbies or how many glasses of 
bubbly they sank on Christmas Day or how bad their hangover was on Boxing Day. I had a great 
Christmas.  I feel terrible!  If your Christmas compass is fixed on food, you’ll be going in the 
wrong direction. 
 
Looking again at the compass, in the south, we have a three-letter word beginning with F that’s all 
about Christmas.  FUN.  Everyone feels that Christmas is a time to have fun, for many people that 
is what Christmas is really all about.  The round of Christmas parties begins in November, or even 
earlier. There is the office Christmas party, and your customers’ Christmas parties, and your golf 
club Christmas party and your neighbours’ Christmas party, and the Christmas party at your 
grandchildren’s kindergarten, and the Christmas party for every activity at the church . . . by the 
time Christmas Day comes, you can be partied out, if you haven’t learned to say ‘no’ to some of the 
invitations.   And, of course, the presents are fun, and the Christmas cards and the Christmas emails 
are fun, some of them are from people you haven’t seen or heard of since last year, or even long 
before that.  And the shops are decorated with pictures of Santa and bright baubles of red and blue 
and green and silver and gold, and there are banners on the lamp posts in every suburb, and people 
are determined to have fun, regardless. 
 
Fun has been an important part of Christmas for centuries. When the early churches finally accepted 
that Christ was not going to return to earth in their lifetime, they wanted to celebrate his birthday 
but they had no record of when it was.  So they decided to have Christmas at the time of the 
summer solstice, at the time of the Saturnalia, when everyone wanted to have fun.  The Saturnalia 
began as a one-day feast, but people had so much fun the festival was gradually extended to seven 
days -- seven days of eating and drinking and indiscriminate sex.  Sober citizens like Seneca 
complained that the "whole mob has let itself go in pleasures".   Seneca was not one of the mob.  
The poet Lucian, who enjoyed his fun, wrote that, during that week “the serious is barred; no 
business is allowed.   The functions I preside over are for drinking, and noise, and games, and dice, 
and the appointing of kings and the feasting of slaves, people singing naked, clapping frenzied 
hands, and occasionally ducking their corked faces in icy water”.  Hard to imagine at St Mark’s.  If 
your Christmas compass is fixed on fun, you’ll be going in the wrong direction. 
 
But those who want a truly happy Christmas, the compass always returns to the north, to . . . a five 
letter-word beginning with F … FAITH.   We celebrate the Incarnation, God become man; we 
celebrate the coming of the One who would free humankind from the stain of sin, although we can’t 
agree on how to put into words exactly what that means;  we retell the stories of the obedience of 
Mary, and the child in the manger, and the song of the angels, and the visit of the shepherds and the 
adoration of the Magi, even though we know that things may not have happened exactly as they are 
recorded, and they certainly did not happen in December.  Any shepherds abiding in the fields 
keeping watch over their flocks by night in the middle of a Judaean winter would see all their sheep 
die of cold.   Sorry, choir, but In the Bleak Midwinter is part of the Christmas legends that grew up 
in the Middle Ages. 
 
So some scholars have spent years poring over the gospel records, and accounts of Roman history, 
and astrological charts, to determine the date of Jesus’ birth.  Most of them agree that Jesus was 
born sometime in the years before Christ, probably between 6 BC and 4 BC.  Some of them have 
decided that he was born around the time of the Feast of Passover, that is, between mid-March and 
mid-April; others declare that he was born around the time of the Feast of Tabernacles, that is, 
between mid-September and mid-October.  So, if you feel you have too many Christmas parties in 
December, there’s a good reason to have your party earlier, much earlier. 
 
If our magnetic north is faith; if faith is what our Christmas compass keeps coming back to, our 
celebration is so much more fulfilling, and it can last all year round -- when the family has gone 
home, and the food and drink are just leftovers in the fridge, and the gift wrap is recycled and the 
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fun is finished, faith will remain, and enrich our lives, and cheer our spirits -- every day will be a 
Happy Christmas, because, we are born, again, every time God’s name is honoured and his saving 
grace is celebrated. 
 
The Mothers’ Union has a shop in the Town Hall arcade which stocks handmade arts and crafts, and 
gifts you won’t find in other shops.  The other day, in the window, there were three very unusual, 
colourful, pieces from Peru which together proclaimed the message of Christmas– one had little 
moulded figures and a golden star with the word PEACE in large letters, another the word JOY, 
another the word LOVE.  And as I looked at them, thinking of what I might say today, the message 
struck home … if our Christmas compass keeps coming back to faith, when Christ is the unseen 
guest of honour at our Christmas table, the rest of Christmas will be transformed  –  FUN will be 
lifted into JOY, our FAMILY will extend to include the whole family of the Son of God on earth, 
and our chief FOOD will be the food of eternal life, which we are about to share once again in this 
service of Holy Communion.   JOY and PEACE and LOVE will be ours all year round.    Our 
Christmas compass becomes the compass to steer our whole lives by. 
 
What can anyone say about Christmas that has not been said many times before?  Probably very 
little; we can only express God’s ancient truth in different ways.  For those with faith, the meaning 
of Christmas, the meaning of life itself,  is found in the Scriptures.   Today we have sung the Song 
of Mary, whose spirit rejoiced in God the Saviour, as our spirit can, every day;  we have heard the 
prophecy of Micah that the one to be born in Bethlehem was the eternal prince of peace, and peace 
is sorely needed in many places today, including in Bethlehem;  we have listened again to the 
message to the early Hebrew Christians that, by Jesus’ holiness, we are made holy; and we have 
read in the Gospel that when Elizabeth heard of the birth of Jesus, even the child in her womb leapt 
for joy.   
 
If our Christmas compass is focussed on faith, it will point us to what we should say and do at 
Christmas, and all the year round.   Joy and peace and, above all, love, will be with us all year 
round, because, as we sang earlier, at Christmas, love comes healing, God revealing; sins are 
covered, grace discovered, God has spoken, death is broken. 
 
May we all have joy and peace and love this Christmas, and may the Lord be with you, now and 
always.    

_________________________ 
 

 
 


