Christmas Message 2008 Bishop Bill Murphy 

Ultimately, Christmas is a celebration of a birthday. It’s not about things. It’s about a person, the person of Jesus Christ. As Christians we celebrate a birth that changed history and reclaimed our destiny. That, surely, is something to celebrate. That’s the cause of the carols, the decorations and the gifts. And that’s why Christmas will always seem empty and hollow without Jesus Christ at its centre.

As we prepare for Christmas, it’s all too easy to get caught up in shopping and gift-giving and lose sight of the fact that Jesus is “the reason for the season”. Whatever we do to mark this holy time, the focus needs to be on Jesus – in our hearts, in our homes and in our neighbourhoods.

Each year we in Ireland send millions of cards that herald the celebration of Christmas. Some of these cards speak specifically of the birth of the Christ-child; others of the messages of “peace on earth” and “goodwill to all”. Many individuals and organisations transform those messages of the holy season into action.

Actually a little story in one of the Christmas cards I received this year epitomises for the true spirit of Christmas message: “The small children’s school nativity play ended in total confusion. It had started so well with Joseph proudly setting out for Bethlehem assuring Mary that all would be well when they got to their own kingly town. And after all was not he himself one of the royal family! In the crowded census town he played his part superbly as he pleaded for lodgings from the harassed innkeeper played by a neighbour’s child. Then the play collapsed. As the budding shepherds waited to scamper to the cave and the ox and the ass grew evermore impatient, the innkeeper, overcome with compassion, invited the expectant mother in to share the crowded house.

As she explained later, her own mother never turned anyone away from their door, so she could not do so to the mother of Jesus nor to the boy next door. Her heart proved to be bigger that her expected role in the play and her world was totally disconcerted.

The little girl who acted the innkeeper represents the true spirit of Christmas: generosity. So it can be this Christmas for each of us. For Christmas is an invitation and a challenge to visit the sick, the lonely, the housebound; to see to it that no old person is cold; to forgive someone who has done us a wrong; to contribute towards the relief of victims of famine and war in various parts of the world and to open our hearts to refugees and immigrants in our country.

I wish you all a happy and joyful Christmas.

