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Bethlehem
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One of our traditional Christmas carols begins with the words:

>

“O little town of Bethlehem, how still we see thee lie;
above thy deep and dreamless sleep the silent stars go by.”

The modern town of Bethlehem seems to be a far cry from this idealised picture. The
streets are often full of tension, resulting from political and religious conflict; and so,
contrary to the words of the carol, it doesn’t seem to be a town that can sleep easy at
night. I'm afraid that Bethlehem is not a place that | would choose to be on Christmas
Day, which is rather a sad thought.

In fact, on the original Christmas Day, Mary and Joseph were not in Bethlehem by
choice either. They had been compelled to travel there by an edict of Rome which
instituted a census. For the purpose of the census all men had to travel to their ancestral
homes. So it was that Jesus was born in Bethlehem, not by human choice, but under
duress. However, the hand of Providence was certainly at work. Centuries earlier God
had given this prophecy, “But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, who are too little to be among
the clans of Judah, from you shall come forth for me one who is to be ruler in
Israel” (Micah 5:2). It seems that Bethlehem was God’s choice

If Bethlehem is not a place that we would choose to spend Christmas, why was it
chosen by God to be the place of the Nativity? There are several reasons that come to
mind. Firstly, it was the city of David who was Israel’s great king and psalmist. David was
an earthly king who represented the Heavenly King (or Christ) to come; indeed, we read,
“l, Jesus am the Root and the Offspring of David” (Revelation 22:16). David's psalms
deal, in the internal sense, with the spiritual combats and victories which the Christ was to
experience.

Secondly, the name “Bethlehem” in Hebrew literally means “House of Bread”. The
Christ who was born there was the living bread come down from heaven, that we might
eat of him, and not die. In this sense Bethlehem is the Word, the source of all the truth
which nourishes the human soul.

Thirdly, Bethlehem had been the birth place of Jacob’s son, Benjamin. Bethlehem
thus takes its spiritual meaning from Benjamin, who is said to represent, “the Spiritual of
the Celestial” (Arcana Caelestia 5469:2). To put this more simply, Bethlehem represents
truths learned and then used in living a good life. This is exactly what the Lord’s life was.
There was not one heavenly truth that he ignored; he lived every truth he knew to the full,
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so that each one became filled with goodness. From the moment he was born in Bethlehem, truth and goodness were
constantly being joined together in the life of Jesus. His birthplace foretold what his life would be.

Where will you be on Christmas Day? You may not be where you would like to be, and yet wherever you are you can
be in Bethlehem. Not the earthly town, for that might be a big disappointment, but rather in the spiritual Bethlehem.
We can each be there if we worship Jesus as our King; if we open the Word and feed upon its truths; and most
especially if we take a heavenly truth and obey it. When we obey a truth the Lord can fill it with goodness in our hearts
and minds. This is the Bethlehem state, and when we are in it, the Christ will surely be born in us as our Lord and
Saviour.

Rev Robert Gill

Some further thoughts for Christmas ...

It may be said that love and life are synonymous terms.
What a person loves as the ruling principle is his life. It
is that from which he thinks, in order that what he loves
might be achieved.

At His first Advent the Lord gave a new
commandment, that we should “love one another, as |
have loved you”. When this statement is used, the
second part is often, if not always omitted. Love thereby
becomes indiscriminate. This is the reason we often
hear much about being tolerant and non-judgmental
which means, “accept a thing, whether it is moral or
immoral”

The second part of the commandment makes all the
difference; “as | have loved you”. He loved us not only
by creating us, and giving us life, He also gave us how
the true fulfilment of our life can be achieved. His Love
is a Wise Love. What we love, think and do, does not
only affect ourselves, but in an unseen way it affects
other also. To love, think and act according to what the
Lord teaches, opens the way to heavenly influences, the
true life of use, and one which benefits others.

The Lords love for us is also seen in what we
celebrate at Christmas; His redemptive love. He came
to meet and overcome every obstacle which would
stand in the way of what constitutes a truly heavenly
way of life, which is a human way of life, from Him.
What He did was for us, not instead of us.

In His truth is the way of life. In His truth is the
defence against every evil influence. As we follow this
way, then we truly love others, as the Lord has loved us.
In this alone is the love of others.

Rev Norman Riley

It will soon be Christmas when we shall once again
have our towns decorated with coloured lights and
Christmas trees; all these bringing a cheer to the wintry
days.

The dark evenings of this time of the year remind us
of the visit of the wise men who were led to the child
Jesus. Darkness - there was religious darkness when
the Lord came into the world. Today, even though the
Lord’s message has been known for 2000 years, there
are still people who do not heed His Word. Results of
this darkness in men’s minds are the many conflicts of
man with man in the world today. Man may be wise in
worldly wisdom but less so in spiritual knowledge.

The story of the shepherds is about events long ago
but they are still relevant now. The angel spoke to the
shepherds saying, “Be not afraid, for behold | bring you
good news.” Then on being told of the birth of Jesus
they went to Bethlehem to see the baby in the manger.

That, | am afraid is about as much as some people
can remember of the shepherds story. Let us remind
ourselves of what happened next, “And when they saw
it they made known the saying which was told
concerning this child.” They had been told that a
Saviour had been born and was Christ - the Messiah.

One message of Christmas is that of telling others
of the “Good News". It is one of communication - the
Lord communicating with His people and we with
others.

Rev J D Allsopp



Go on, risk it - enter our Church!

“Let’s try opening the church regularly on a week day”,
Elisabeth said to me. We thought it would be a good way
to do some outreach work and show those people “out
there” what wonderful teachings we have in our New
Church.

So we began our regular Wednesday Church Open
Morning in the autumn of 2001 but it has developed in
ways we did not expect. From the beginning, we felt it
important to always be open at the same time without fail
and this has proved to be the case. We advertise
ourselves by a permanent notice displayed in the front
porch window that faces the High Street. At the
beginning of each session, we place by the OPEN front
door one of those bright revolving signs, which
continually flashes “Open Now”. We also display a swing
sign that offers coffee. A further sign, which goes in the
window, indicates what we offer.

The Church building at West Wickham has been
divided into a Worship area and a lounge area with
armchairs and facilities for providing refreshments. We
are able to shut the double doors between each area
when necessary.

Some people who come in wish to sit quietly in the
Worship area or listen to the organ. The organ can be
set to play automatically by using our midi system.
Others have looked in briefly and taken away leaflets
and a newsletter. Occasionally visitors have asked us to
say a prayer with them focussing on a particular
problem. Most of the people who pluck up the courage to
come in have personal problems which are getting them
down; others are simply very lonely. Many of our visitors
wish to have a chat and enjoy our free refreshments;
most do leave a small donation. However, not many
want to discuss doctrine but we do now have several
regulars who come almost every week.

Lounge area with books display and library

Elisabeth and David Brooks

So have we succeeded in our outreach work? Well,
we have not enrolled any new members although some
of our visitors have occasionally attended Sunday
worship. Two others attended an “Angel Day” and asked
when the next one would be held. Perhaps the question
we should be asking is — have we been of any use to
other people? | hope so, but of course only our Lord
really knows.

However, we like to think that we have helped some
people by providing a sympathetic ear and by offering
our thoughts, but, ONLY when asked. Sometimes
depressed, disturbed or unhappy people have told us
that they feel they have come to a “safe place”.
Sometimes we have had the pleasure of being told that
we were there to listen just at the time it was most
needed.

Finally, why has it proved to be important to always
open at the same time? One of our regular visitors who
eventually risked entering the Church told us why. He
had often passed our “Open Now” sign but did not have
the confidence to come in. He then began to tell himself
that one-day he would go in, as the door was always
open when he passed. And then, one day, he did come

David Brooks
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