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Heaven and home – Homily for First Sunday of Christmas 

Isaiah 63.7-9 
Hebrews 2.10-18 
Matthew 2.13-23 
 
I once met a man from Jamaica who, like many Anglicans, had learnt 

the Collects from the Book of Common Prayer by heart. The Collects 

had become his weekly devotion. He delighted in their language. He 

had learnt them as a boy. They were, he said, the sound of home and 

heaven. 

It is easy for us to pass over the Collect without a second thought. 

This is our loss. For the Collects offer a rich source of spiritual 

inspiration, distilling the fire of the Holy Spirit into the pithy poetry of 

prayer. 

The Collect for this Sunday offers a profound summary of the 

Christian faith. It says, 

Almighty God, who wonderfully created us in your own image 

and yet more wonderfully restored us through your Son Jesus 

Christ: grant that, as he came to share in our humanity, so we 

may share the life of his divinity; who is alive and reigns with 

you in the unity of the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever.   

This is an ode to wonder and very apt for the first Sunday of Christmas. 

We hear first of the wonder of creation, the wonder that anything 

exists at all. You could say that God creates all things for the sheer 
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wonder of it. Humanity has the privilege and responsibility of being 

created in God’s image. This means we share in something of God’s 

creative freedom in our capacity for beauty, goodness and truth, for 

joy and love. But we are not God. When we forget our humanity, we 

damage the divine image. We can misuse our freedom to devastating 

effect. In the face of human selfishness and destruction it is tempting 

to despair. And yet, our Collect sings of an even greater wonder. God 

does not leave us to our worst devices but draws closer. He comes to 

dwell in our midst as Jesus Christ restoring us from within our broken 

humanity to the freedom and joy for which he created us. In Jesus, we 

are given a new intimacy with God, to share in the love of Father, Son 

and Holy Spirit.  

At Christmas, we are reminded how this gift of intimacy with the 

divine life does not take us away to some other spiritual realm. Rather, 

we are plunged more fully into our human reality. For God himself is 

born as a human child. He makes himself dependent on the love and 

care of others, he opens himself fully to human suffering. As our post-

communion prayer says today: 

Heavenly Father, whose blessed Son shared at Nazareth the life 

of an earthly home: help your Church to live as one family, united 

in love and obedience, and bring us all at last to our home in 

heaven….  
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This prayer gives the Collect a concrete focus. The restoration of 

humanity happens within our relationships and places of nurture: in 

homes, in families, amongst friends, in communities seeking the 

common good, in our churches. All these prepare us for and already 

reflect our true home in heaven. 

It can be easy, especially in the season of Christmas, to idealize and 

over-sentimentalize family and home life. Our Gospel today, however, 

offers a deeply dramatic account of what it means that God is born as 

a child in search of a home amongst mortals. The Gospel charts the 

tragic encounter between a worldly power that seeks its own glory at 

any cost and God who makes himself utterly vulnerable to human 

power. King Herod the Great, by all accounts a ruthless ruler, only 

perceives Christ as a threat. His search for the Christmas baby is not 

motivated by wonder, but by the desire to destroy and protect 

himself. Herod’s callousness leads him to massacre all the children in 

Bethlehem the same age as Jesus in a bid to kill him. Herod simply 

cannot abide by God’s choice of the hidden power of human 

vulnerability and loving care so he seeks to eliminate them. This 

exposes the true face of the human lust for power. And yet for all his 

might Herod is thwarted by the seemingly insignificant. God hands 

himself over not to an army but to Mary and Joseph. In their love and 

courage they protect the God-child from extreme violence. They flee 

by night; become refugees. And then return silently to make a new 
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home in Nazareth. In all this, God’s saving power is shown in how God 

makes himself dependent on human love. 

This is the wonderful way God shares our humanity so that we can 

share his divinity. This means the struggles and discoveries of our 

relationships, far from being insignificant, become the place where 

salvation happens. This is not something we do alone. It requires trust, 

a sharing of strengths and weaknesses. It also means we must open 

our hearts and hands to God so that God can help us help him. In the 

Gospel, Joseph is aided by God’s angels so that he can help Jesus with 

Mary. Likewise, we receive help from others and we are strengthened 

by the words of scripture, prayer, and the sacramental life of the 

church. It is especially in the sacrament of communion that help is 

given. We receive God into our hands and hearts, just like Mary and 

Joseph received Jesus. As we are nourished by the sacrament of God’s 

presence, so we are commissioned to carry God into our homes, 

relationships and world. And this is not only true of me. God gives 

himself into the hands and heart of the next person and the next and 

so on. By receiving each other in communion, we live out the deepest 

truth of the Collects said at every Eucharist. We are collected together 

and transformed into a single Eucharistic family called to let God work 

through us for the restoration of humanity. This is the wonder of 

wonders born at Christmas calling us home.  


