
Christmas 2017 

The second graders were ready for their school play of The Nativity. The school 

auditorium was filled with excited parents and siblings of the seven-year-old actors. The school 

principal and faculty sat in the front rows. The second grade teacher, her first year in the 

classroom, was more nervous than excited wanting all to go well for her students and their 

families, and as importantly for her own continued employment in the school. 

The opening scene took place inside the inn where Mary and Joseph came to get a 

room. The lobby was crowded with second graders dressed in various period piece costumes 

looking tired from their long journeys to Bethlehem. Young Billy, behind the counter, 

portrayed the innkeeper. Although challenging in the classroom, Billy begged the novice 

teacher to have a part in the play. So, she decided to take a chance. After all, he had only one 

line. What could go wrong? 

All was going well when the young children portraying St. Joseph and the Blessed 

Mother appeared on stage. They approach Billy standing behind the counter and the dialogue 

begins. Young St. Joseph inquires, “We need a room. My wife is having a baby.” “I do not have 

a room”, replies Billy the innkeeper. “Come Joseph” offers the diminutive Mary, “We will 

search elsewhere. God will provide.” All was going according to plan, according to script, and 

according to the Bible. 

They turn away from the innkeeper to continue their journey and the rest of the story, 

so well-known to all. At that point Billy decides to improvise the script with a bit of creativity. 

“Hold up” he calls after them. The seven year olds Joseph and Mary halt and looking confused, 

seek out the face of their teacher/director. Their teacher’s eyes are bulging in disbelief, her 

mouth now gaped open as her mind races through the endless possibilities of what might be 

coming next. 

“Come on back”, motions Billy with a look of gleeful joy, “You can have my room.” The 

curtain came down, and the play was ended. If the school play came to an abrupt end, the 

annual feast of Christmas reminds us that the drama of God’s visitation upon creation and 

especially humanity is never-ending.  

Like the second grade teacher, this drama unfolding upon earth is all too often sought 

after with “perfection”. In the weeks and months leading up to Christmas, many, 

understandably, desire the perfect Christmas for their families and guests. Lots of planning 

and hours in stores go into the desire for this perfection.  

But often the perfection eludes them. The store just sold out of the one gift your 

youngest child has talked about since Thanksgiving. You got home missing the most important 

ingredient for your new recipe and cannot bear the thought of entering the grocery store 



again. Out of state relatives plan trips back home only to be blocked by an ice storm on 

Saturday and snowstorm on Christmas morning, leaving Sunday the only day for everyone to 

clog the roads to get to dinner destinations. 

 For many families, the issues are far more serious and do not lend themselves to easy 

fixes. A sudden health crisis absorbs family time and resources; greatly diminishing time for 

Christmas preparations. Some families pray that certain family members won’t show up 

intoxicated or high from some other drug of choice. Other families, affected by the nation’s 

poisonous political climate are divided and bitter over political loyalties. Siblings aren’t 

speaking to one another and parents wonder who will accept invitations to Christmas dinner, 

how to arrange seating, and how to get through the day. In other words, family life is often a 

mess.  

But the real story of Christmas is not about “perfection”, far from it. The Christmas 

Scriptures tell a different story of the road to our salvation. For the early Christmas Eve Mass, 

the longer version of St. Matthew’s gospel presents the genealogy of Jesus and the paths of 

God’s work among centuries of the “Chosen people of Israel”. In that genealogy, there 

certainly are ancestors of heroic virtue and courageous faith. But there are also incompetent 

and corrupt kings, murderers, prostitutes, foreigners, and others many of us would more than 

likely wish to exclude from the family tree. 

And St. Luke’s Gospel presents anything but “perfection” of circumstances. A young 

couple burdened by pregnancy and an unexpected and difficult journey, find all places of rest 

filled; and an animal stall as the best that can be offered. With only her faithful husband 

beside her, she gives birth to her son with no other family or friends beside her to offer advice, 

comfort, and guidance. In other words, Scriptures present family life often as a mess as well.  

So, if perfection has eluded you, consider yourself in good company with the second 

grade teacher and Sacred Scripture. No, “perfection” as virtue for Christmas is unlikely to 

occur. So decide now to throw “perfection” out the window. Why be burdened by something 

simply unattainable and in the long run perhaps, not significantly important. But at the same 

time, while throwing “perfection” out the window, open the front door and welcome in “joy”. 

The real story of Christmas begins and ends with “joy”. Heavenly messengers shatter the 

darkness of night revealing good news to simple workers, shepherds protecting their flocks 

from danger. This becomes for them a “joy” sending them off to witness the presence of God 

now born into our world. “Do not be afraid, the angel announces, “I proclaim to you good 

news of great joy that will be for all the people.” 

“Joy” seems unexpected if not inappropriate for at least two reasons. First, the 

circumstances of the Holy Family are close to unbearable. Where is “joy” in all that? Secondly, 

the heavenly message coming to shepherds is the second surprise. Shepherds were often 



despised by local villagers and their constant dealing with animal blood and other animal 

messes made them unclean for Jewish ritual. Why give the message of divine joy to them? 

Often, we confuse “joy” with happiness and pleasure.  Happiness and pleasure are both 

wonderful experiences of human living and both are worthy of the human person. However, 

happiness and pleasure are both fragile and fleeting. Only joy is eternal. Joy connects us to The 

Kingdom of God already in our midst. Joy anchors us to the flowing grace of Resurrection and 

the constant presence of Christ in our life.  

“Joy” is born in us when we discover the love of God in our heart, and the mercy of God 

in our soul. We come to know we are valued, embraced and chosen by God. “Joy” comes full 

circle when we choose to be distributors of divine love and mercy, ultimately recognizing an 

inexhaustible flow from an infinite river. Now connected to God and to all creation, that 

communion of life becomes “joy”. 

Joy is at times not recognized and remains undiscovered. Sometimes it is recognized but 

unpursued. Joy is not found constantly trying to get ahead of everyone else. Rather, joy is 

found being a part of a community with shared mission given as gift from a generous and 

loving God. Joy is not found clawing your way to the top. Rather, joy is found associating with 

those at the lower rungs of the social order; those with little worldly benefits to offer us in 

return.  

For those seeking only worldly benefits as the goal of their life, joy will completely elude 

them leaving them constantly unsatisfied, frustrated and ultimately corrosively bitter. While 

gratitude for material blessings leads to joy; joy is not dependent on material goods. Joy can 

be discovered among the destitute and suffering and absent among the affluent and healthy. 

Pope Francis, hailing from Argentina, worked with the some of the most destitute of our 

hemisphere in the shantytowns of Buenos Aires. But he tells us “joy” is possible in every 

station of life. “The joy of the gospel fills the hearts and lives of all who encounter Jesus. Those 

who accept his offer of salvation are set free from sin, sorrow, inner emptiness and loneliness. 

With Christ joy is constantly born anew.  

“I realize of course that joy is not expressed the same way at all times in life, especially 

at moments of great difficulty. Joy adapts and changes, but it always endures, even as a flicker 

of light born of our personal certainty that, when everything is said and done, we are infinitely 

loved. I understand the grief of people who have to endure great suffering, yet slowly but 

surely we all have to let the joy of faith slowly revive as a quiet yet firm trust, even amid the 

greatest distress.” 

In no way does this suggest we need to live with suffering, pain, abuse or injustice as 

though they are inevitable or pre-ordained. On the contrary, the experience of “joy” reminds 



us that God desires us to be safe, welcomed, healed, forgiven, restored, transformed, and 

removed from whatever robs us of the dignity of being a human person.  

The human experience of “joy”, especially within unjust and oppressive structures, 

remind us it is not supposed to be this way. God wants it to be otherwise, and we are the 

workers of God’s transforming grace.  

In many ways, like Billy’s script innovation, the birth of Jesus changes the story. 

Despised and marginalized shepherds become the evangelizers of God’s new moment of 

salvation in our world. 

When Jesus grew into adulthood, he was called “Teacher”, “Messiah”, “Lord”, and “Son 

of God”. And so he was all those titles and more. But, he embraced the image of “shepherd” 

to describe his work of proclaiming and serving The Kingdom of God. Like other shepherds, the 

blood and messiness of his flock never repel him or turn his face from us. On the contrary, our 

messiness, festering wounds, and broken hearts only draw this Good Shepherd closer to our 

soul. Like other shepherds, he guides us and stands beside us in the darkest of journeys, the 

most intense of heat, the bitterness of cold, the confusion of hidden paths and the ultimate 

finality of death. 

If your family life is broken, messy or hurting, this is the one and only shepherd for the 

clan. The Scriptures tell us “join the club and welcome to the human race”. With prayer, put 

the family in the Good Shepherd’s hands and let the journey begin.  

If hearts are soured from bitterness, resentments, cynicism, or self-centeredness, it is 

time to change the script and get rid of the old song and dance. It is time to hear the gospel 

story again, welcome the Good Shepherd, and follow him along the paths of life. It might put 

perfection out the window, but will open the front door to joy. In any event, the curtain of 

divine love will never come down, and the drama of our salvation will only have just begun.  

 

 

 

 

 

 


