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MY CHRISTMAS GIFT

It is hard to understand, and harder still, to explain, the incarnation of God, 

in the birth of Jesus so many years ago.  We can read the stories about the birth 

of Jesus, and hear of the wonder of God becoming man, that started in that 

humble stable at Bethlehem.  We can ponder what it means for God to have 

become human in Jesus Christ, perhaps we can begin to understand what God 

did for us, and maybe start to understand why.  But aside from the scriptures, the

effect of Christmas, to this very time, is personal and palpable.  Individually and 

collectively, we are moved.  We feel less cynical, about our lives and about the 

world.  We sense renewed gratefulness at the wonders and blessings that are all 

around us, that for some reason we often miss seeing a lot of the time.  And we 

feel renewed hope.  Hope for ourselves; hope for our families; hope for the whole

world; and hope for God's kingdom.  

This is the story of the two greatest Christmas presents that  I ever 

received.  One of these, was my Christmas experience as a child.  Some thirty 

years later, this gift would dramatically alter the path of my life.  In the summer of 

1995, my life was grand.  My career, and that of my wife, were doing well.  We 

were happy and content.  A few years before, we had purchased the home we 

had always wanted.  And most importantly, after fourteen long, heart breaking 

years of being childless, our beautiful daughter Amy was born in 1991.  We had 

everything that we needed; and the things that matter most in life:  our health, 

family, friends and security.  We were not rich or particularly successful in 

obvious ways.  But we were so very happy, and so very blessed.
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But that summer, there was something strange going on in my life.  I 

started to have this sense of uneasiness, a sense of vague anxiety.  It felt like 

leaving for vacation, and wondering if I had left the water running.  There was just

something that was unsettling.  It was puzzling.  Our lives had never been better. 

As summer turned to fall, this sense of anxiety grew.  More and more, I felt this 

anxiousness grow, with no apparent cause.  

That December, my daughter Amy was four years old.  And I happened to 

recall the mystical, magical Christmases of my youth.  In my small hometown of 

1233 people, there were five active churches back in the day.  Christ Episcopal 

Church, was a storybook white church with a steeple, built in 1901.  Across the 

street was a lone streetlight.  On Christmas Eve, the church would be full.  The 

college kids had returned home for the holidays.  The church was filled with fresh

greenery, and with happy people.  Silent Night was always the last hymn.  And 

often, as we departed church, it would be snowing.  It was so silent, that I could 

hear the snowflakes hitting my coat.  And watching the snow in the light of that 

lone streetlight; or seeing the snow against the old white clapboard church with 

the red door, was exactly like a Norman Rockwell painting.  I forget many things. 

But I will never forget that impossibly serene image.

In a typical fashion for many of us, when I was about seventeen, I quit 

going to church.  I didn't see the need, or have any interest.  By December of 

1995 when my daughter was four years old, I had not been in church for some 

twenty two years. But in the middle of that December, the coming of Christmas 

brought back to mind, those fond memories of my childhood Christmases.  So I 

endeavored to find an Episcopal Church for my little family, to attend Christmas 

Eve services.   First of course, I did a little reconnaissance.  And sure enough, 

Centerville did have an Episcopal Church!  Although It took me a while to find it.  

At the time, they were meeting in a former bank branch building, hard to discern 
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in the strip mall.  The altar was where the teller counter had been.  And the lobby 

was filled with folding chairs.  The vault was the sacristy.  And we often kidded 

about drive through communion through the drive through window.  

On Sunday, December 17, 1995, I made a scouting visit to the church.  I 

wanted to see if this was a place to take my family for Christmas Eve services.  

And for the first time in twenty two years, I attended church services that Sunday.

I made my way to the back row – of course.  And I settled in on a folding chair 

back by the organ during the prelude music.  And then IT happened.  As I sat 

there, all by myself, I suddenly realized the cause for my anxiety that had been 

plaguing me and growing since summer.  I was lonely for God.  For the first time 

in my life, I knew that God was real.  I experienced that God was here with me.  I 

experienced God personally.  It was stunning.  I had been gone for twenty two 

long years.  I felt like the most prodigal of sons.  The pain, and the cost of my 

estrangement from God felt unbearable.  I had wandered away long ago.  I still 

remember a profound sinking of my soul, as I realized my decades of absence.  

Time that was gone forever, and could never be reclaimed.  I reached the 

spiritual depths of remorse and sorrow' and I nearly cried out loud in anguish. I 

had never felt so forlorn.  But then, from this place of deep sorrow, I felt a 

growing warmth.  I began to fill up, with a sense of incredible love.  It was 

palpable.  To this very day, I can recall this sense of being filled up, from my toes

to my head, from this deep pit of forlorn despair, growing and growing until I was 

overcome by this sense of profound love.  Now it was all I could do, to not 

scream out loud in ecstasy.  

Now all of this remarkable experience, probably lasted less than two 

minutes.  And nobody in church knew anything about it – it was church as usual. 

But for this short time, in this very same space, I felt – and I knew - God, really 

for the very first time.  It's a funny thing.  I went to church that day, looking for a 
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safe place to take my family for Christmas Eve services.  What I found was God. 

Who would have thought.  The gift of my childhood Christmases, would give 

birth, some 30 years later, to the grandest gift of all – a personal relationship with

God.  In the twenty three years since that day, my life has been far from perfect.  

I have to say, the components of life – of family, of jobs, of good times and of 

bad, are probably not a lot changed.  But the difference is, that from that day, I 

have never walked alone.

Our gospel today from John may sound like gibberish.  All things come 

from God, including life itself.  God is the light in the darkness.  It is so mystical, 

so surreal.  It is so impractical, so illogical, so impossible to deconstruct and to 

analyze.  But it is so profoundly true, that it supersedes our desire to own it; to 

explain it; to make it fit with the ways of the world.  The reality of God, and the 

power of God and the love of God, are not readily seen in daily life.  Unless we 

look.  But once we start to look, we do find God, and we find God in all places 

and we find God in all times.  On that first Christmas, the world received the gift 

of God incarnate in the world.  In our time, God has given us this very same gift.  

For all of us this season of Christmas, may we grasp as fully as possible; the 

present of God within us, for the rest of our days.  In a funny way, tomorrow and 

the rest of our lives, may not look much different to others.  But today, once 

again, God has given us the highest of hopes, and the most profound of dreams, 

for our lives, and for the world.  How silently, how silently, this wondrous gift is 

given!  So God imparts to human hearts, the blessings of his heaven.  No ear 

may hear his coming, but in this world of sin, where meek souls will receive him, 

still the dear Christ enters in. 1  Amen.

1  Verse 3, Hymn # 79, 1982 Hymnal, Church Publishing Company
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