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Christmas Midnight Mass 2015 

Rev. William J. King 
 
It seemed that the entire world was at war — not a world war, but pockets of tension and 
fighting everywhere.  Terrorist attacks were the norm, not all-out fighting.  Not every 
day, but enough to cause widespread concern. The goal was to destabilize public 
confidence, to create an atmosphere of uncertainty, and to win those who sought 
something greater to an ideology of conquest animated by religious fervor. 
 
The power of the mightiest and best-funded military the world had ever seen was 
ineffective against the emotional charge of tension and the expectation that something 
big would soon disrupt what fragile peace remained.  Incidents of violence — domestic 
and worldwide — gnawed away at the confidence of the people, and the armies deployed 
in their fortresses seemed powerless against the swarm of such violence.    
 
To be sure, the daily lives of most people were relatively unaffected, but each day 
brought news fraught with distress and insecurity.  
 
It was an age of expectation: some expected a calamity; others saw in world events the 
fulfillment of Bible prophecy; no one expected that things could long continue as they 
were. 
 
Government spending was out of control, and soaring debt was satisfied by equally 
soaring taxation.  High taxes and changing economic structures squeezed household 
finances as the global economy saw the unusual and unstable pattern of growth in the 
numbers of both the super-wealthy and the super-poor.  Most people lived their lives 
knowing that what passed as normality in everyday commerce and social life was a thin 
facade only, and the merest scratch would reveal the dread and terror that everyone was 
hiding. It could all collapse at any moment, and take with it the fortunes of many. 
 
Who knew what the next decades would bring, and how soon the forces at play would 
collide in a seismic fall of culture and society? 
 
Religious zealots preached the imminent End Times with increasing fervor, and a few 
took up arms to prove their zeal for reform, punishing harshly and brutally any who 
would violate a strict religious law.  Others in the culture decried the rising tide of 
secularism, and went so far as to pin the blame for natural disasters and bloody conflicts 
on the broadening sweep of secularism, a generation turning from God. 
 
Despite the funds rushing into public coffers, and the monies even more quickly spent, 
the general sentiment was that government was ineffective, inefficient, and incapable of 
bringing about the change that nearly everyone so dearly longed for.  Public leadership 
meant bickering and intransigence, deepening discontent with the status quo of 
authority, and revelations of favoritism and discrimination among those charged with 
public protection. 
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Scandals among religious leaders served to catalyze the decay of faith and organized 
religion.  Those who searched for spiritual truths turned from priests and altars and 
turned toward self-appointed and self-anointed preachers who provided soothing 
words, even if they contained little challenge or few promptings to a better life.  
 
Distrust among nations and peoples led to violent hatred, which was conveyed into 
action.  In the name of competing religious claims, blood was spilled and violence 
became regular and commonplace.  The people became desensitized to reports of 
brutality, which led religious extremists to ever more ferocious means of asserting their 
claims to true and right beliefs. Religious fundamentalism turned to radicalized force. 
 
All of this fomented a new nationalism, and even a fear of outsiders.  Those who spoke a 
different language or wore different clothes were all painted with the same brush, a 
brush that categorized people as either “us” or “them.” 
 
So rampant and so wounding was this nationalism, and so deep the economic 
uncertainty, so pervasive the anxiety of the populace, that the military governor — a 
man named Quirinius — willingly implemented the dictate of Caesar Augustus for a 
census of all the residents. 
 
Knowing where everyone was from and where they lived was a means to controlling the 
unrest, the fraud, and the terrorism which kept Jerusalem and Galilee, as well as the 
Decapolis, Samaria, and the surrounding region in tension and fear.  It would minimize 
tax fraud and register people for military conscription and public service.  
 
The occupying Roman military barely tolerated the religion of the people, and the 
people themselves barely tolerated the corrupt priests and leaders of the Temple, whose 
faith had grown lukewarm at best.  Religion was mechanical and rote, and the minority 
who worked to remain spiritually committed were unwelcome and increasingly harassed 
by civil and religious leaders alike. 
 
Zealots and Hasmodians sought to force the hand of God.  Random acts of violence 
caused terror and roused the ire of a military impotent to control terrorists who 
remained in civilian cover.  Against a religious caste whose wealth and comfort was 
primary, and against the extremists whose violence sought to force God into long-
awaited action, the people grew weary and isolated and exhausted. 
 
The world was dark.  The human spirit was emptied.  Hope was silenced.   
 
It was in the pre-dawn darkness of winter’s longest nights that the silence was broken, 
the blackness pierced. 
 
To a few shepherds apart from the cities, a chorus of angels.   
 
To a few who searched for Truth, a bright star. 
 
To a few resting uneasily in a small town, a newborn baby’s first cry. 
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A solitary prophet had seen this coming, and in a generation past he could not contain 
his joy:  
 

The people who walked in darkness 
have seen a great light; 
upon those who dwelt in the land of gloom 
a light has shone. 
You have brought them abundant joy 
and great rejoicing, 
as they rejoice before you as at the harvest, 
as people make merry when dividing spoils. 
For the yoke that burdened them, 
the pole on their shoulder, 
and the rod of their taskmaster 
you have smashed, as on the day of Midian. 
For every boot that tramped in battle, 
every cloak rolled in blood, 
will be burned as fuel for flames. 
For a child is born to us, a son is given us; 
upon his shoulder dominion rests. 
They name him Wonder-Counselor, God-Hero, 
Father-Forever, Prince of Peace. 
His dominion is vast 
and forever peaceful, 
from David’s throne, and over his kingdom, 
which he confirms and sustains 
by judgment and justice, 
both now and forever. 
The zeal of the LORD of hosts will do this! 

 
One prophet.  And then a group of shepherds: 
 

The angel of the Lord appeared to them  
and the glory of the Lord shone around them,  
and they were struck with great fear. 
The angel said to them, 
“Do not be afraid; 
for behold, I proclaim to you good news of great joy  
that will be for all the people. 
For today in the city of David  
a savior has been born for you who is Christ and Lord. 
And this will be a sign for you:  
you will find an infant wrapped in swaddling clothes  
and lying in a manger.” 
And suddenly there was a multitude of the heavenly host with the angel, 
praising God and saying: 
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“Glory to God in the highest 
and on earth peace to those on whom his favor rests.” 

 
One prophet.  A group of shepherds.  Then those whom history forever remembers as 
“wise.”   
 
Not in glorious and terrifying might did God overcome the forces of unrest and 
uncertainty, but instead to one heart and life at a time.  Then each in turn to another.  
And another.   
 
Not in deafening and thunderous presence did God speak a message of hope and life, 
but instead in quiet and simplicity.  In the middle of the night, in a tiny village away 
from the world’s powers. 
 
Not in a blaze of wrath and glory did Our Heavenly Father overpower the darkness, but 
in the twinkle of a newborn’s eyes. 
 
Joy and hope and confidence are born in one heart at a time.  Dawn breaks into the 
gloom in one soul at a time. 
 
Are you still afraid of the dark?   
 
Fallen humanity may never change, and the terror and dread of two millennia ago 
remain the same today.  Humanity may never change, but what of you? 
 
Are you still afraid of the dark? 
 
Close your eyes and drink in this night of glory. Hear the voices swell, see the incense 
rise, feel the unabashed joy of the redeemed world. Awe and wonder fill a silent night, 
and hope is reborn. 
 
Are you still afraid of the dark? 
 
Look deeply into the sparkling eyes of the baby of Bethlehem, filled with nothing but 
hope, nothing but love, nothing but peace, nothing but the embrace of our heavenly 
Father. 
 
Are you still afraid of the dark? 
 
Unwrap the gift given to us this holy night.  Hold and treasure the priceless present held 
out to us.  The lame are made whole, the hungry fed, the dead given life, the sightless 
see, lepers dance and outcasts are brought into the circle. 
 
Are you still afraid of the dark? 
 
A tomb is empty, the blood of the raised One cleanses us, His body our food, our hope, 
our life. 
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Are you still afraid of the dark? 
 
Light dawns for the nations, a light that darkness could not overcome, a light that has 
already conquered the shame-filled and taunting legions of blackness, a light neither 
obscured nor defeated, a light guiding and soothing and protecting, displacing fright and 
distress and worry with a gentle call to trust.  
 
Are you still afraid of the dark? 
 
The countless host eternally sings the praises of the spotless Lamb sacrificed that we 
might be set free.  Our own prayer of the Mass joins in the endless and cosmic Mass of 
Heaven.  Hear the words, sung everywhere on earth tonight, across the globe, the echo 
of Heaven’s own hymn:  Holy, Holy Holy… Worthy is the Lamb that was slain… Blessed 
is He who comes in the name of the Lord… Hosanna in the highest! 
 
Are you still afraid of the dark? 
 
On this holy night, this silent night, this night of wonder, this night of joy, darkness has 
come to an end.  God is with us, never to leave. 
 
Never be afraid of the dark again! 


