Midnight Mass 2010

I don't know if it's being middle-aged that has done it, but I recently discovered I rather like watching the Antiques Roadshow. For me that came as a surprise because, as a child, my mother got into the antiques business. Homework had to be done in whatever space was left available after mother had had a house clearance. Every cupboard was full; the cellar was fully; the loft was full; and so was the boot of the car. After this trauma - well, OK, it wasn't a trauma - I am therefore a little amazed that I want to watch a programme where people bring both tat and treasures along to be valued. Yet there it is. A couple of weeks back a gentleman brought along an object, made out of what I don't recall, but it was shaped into an owl. It turned out that it was a very good fake - if it had been original, the value of the bird would have been very great - perhaps as much as six figures. As it was, the antiques expert stated that he could not put a financial value on it. He could for the real thing, but not for fakes.  I sometimes wonder what disappointed punters say when the camera stops running! 

This got me thinking, though, about the value we put on things. It is about more than money. It may well have been that the fake bird was actually of great value to its owner despite its being a very good copy. Perhaps it carried happy memories of the place where he bought it. Maybe it was purchased with someone else whom he loved. This kind of value is not about money, but something that is hard to measure. Last month the Prime Minister announced that from April the government will try and measure 'well-being.' He quoted the late Robert Kennedy as saying that Gross Domestic Product measures everything... except that which makes life worthwhile.

The aim of the measurement was, said Mr. Cameron, to see how we could build a better life for people in this country and to re-appraise what really matters. I have no idea how this measuring will be carried out, how the data gathered will be assessed, and I confess to a little cynicism about this kind of government activity. Yet it does amount to an acknowledgement that what matters is more than can be given a monetary value.

Tonight's celebration of Christmas is about more than can be given a price tag. As the account of the birth of Jesus has it tonight, he was not born into a situation where people had great material resources - though an innkeeper perhaps had more than many. The first people to see the new-born Jesus were not powerful, respected and important - they were shepherds who lived in the fields with their animals, and consequently could not observe the full letter of their religious law. In Luke's account, the leaders in state and religion of their day did not figure at all. In Matthew's account, the king, Herod the Great, behaves oppressively and horribly, taking the lives of new-born boys out of fear for his position. Where is the value of a baby laid in a manger?

Perhaps to grasp the value that can be put on Jesus we have to ask how we do value what has no apparent monetary value. How do I value a picture drawn by a child, with which I have been presented? It'll never grace the walls of the National Gallery, but there's no way it'll ever get thrown away. How do I value someone just being around when I am not being terribly pleasant, whether or not I have cause? How do I value a person looking at me and saying 'I love you' when I cannot see why they should like me, let alone love me? The value I want to put on Jesus is more akin to this. For I believe him to be the one above all others who shows me what true value is. His presence in the world shows that true value is what God gives in creating, in setting free, in sustaining. Jesus's very being embodies for me the astonishing valuation of God of human life. So much of it can be fake - a mere performance; half a life. What is most real is seen in a depth of love that cannot but love even though it may cost everything. In Jesus on a cross, we see the real cost of true value.

So a very merry Christmas to you all. Whatever you value this Christmas, may it have more than a pound sign on it; and may the value given to each of us by love be something to wonder at.

