Advent 3, Sunday 11th December 2011. Canongate Kirk.

PANDAMONIUM. I don’t know about you but I thought there was some pretty lazy journalism in evidence in last week’s newspaper reports of the arrival of the Giant Pandas at Edinburgh Zoo. Pandamonium was about all they could come up with, and actually the new arrivals seemed to complete the long journey and take up residence in their new enclosures with very little fuss, anything but pandemonium as far as I could tell. And nowhere did any writer suggest that with those new enclosures Edinburgh Zoo had proved itself to be exPANDAble! Pretty obvious, I’d have thought - just a little imagination, that’s all it takes. 

There’s more than a little imagination behind John Milton’s epic poem Paradise Lost. Written in 1667 it’s there that the original word Pandǣmonium was first coined, out of the Greek words “pan” meaning all and “daimonion” meaning demons. John Milton invented it to describe the capital of Hell, a place of all demons, the “High Capital, of Satan and his peers” as he puts it towards the end of the first book of Paradise Lost and of course it has been used ever since to describe a place of lawless violence or uproar, a scene of utter confusion. 

And for some it is a fear of just such genuine pandemonium that must have accompanied the news reported for us today in the first chapter of the Gospel according to St Luke, news straight from Mary herself that with the birth of her as yet unborn son God would turn everything upside down and cause utter confusion. Routing the proud and all their schemes, bringing down monarchs from their thrones and raising on high the lowly, filling the hungry with good things and sending the rich away empty. At every turn pandemonium. Paradise Lost. At least for those who had carved out for themselves a comfortable niche, for those who enjoyed positions of power and prestige as long as the Messiah never came, as long as the promise of deliverance was never fulfilled. But Mary knew differently, she knew that sooner rather than later God’s firm promise would be fulfilled. 

Tell out my soul, the greatness of his might!

Power and dominions lay their glory by.

Proud hearts and stubborn wills are put to flight,

The hungry fed, the humble lifted high.

The furious reaction of King Herod days after the birth of Jesus would prove beyond any reasonable doubt just how seriously people would feel threatened by his arrival. And thirty years later as the ministry of Jesus of Nazareth unfolded, their worst fears would be realised. Lawless violence and uproar, chaos and confusion, pandemonium and paradise lost. But that’s only for those who had something to lose. For those who had something to gain, the hungry and the humble, the hopeful and the prayerful who had feared this day would never come and yet had kept on longing for it, for them it was a different story. Paradise regained, you might say, and not just as in Milton’s sequel but as in Isaiah’s original vision of constructive confusion, when the wolf would live with the lamb, and the leopard lie down with the kid; when the calf and the young lion would feed together, with a little child to tend them; when the cow and the bear would be friends, and their young would lie down together; when the lion would eat straw like cattle, the infant play over the cobra’s hole and the young child play over the viper’s nest. “There will be neither hurt nor harm in all my holy mountain”, wrote Isaiah, his depiction of paradise as far removed from pandemonium as it could ever be. And yet a place still where priorities and perspectives are turned upside down. 

And just as the birth of a baby can turn her parents’ lives upside down, so with the birth of Jesus life would never be quite the same again. And nor would people’s priorities and perspectives. Not then, not now. Amen. 
