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CHRISTMAS PEACE

You know, when I think back on the many Christmases that I spent with my family, it’s amazing how many memories have a lot more to do with shopping, parties and gift giving than what we celebrate here at Mass: that God loves us so much that He was not content to create us and stay in heaven looking down on us; instead, for our sake He took on our humanity and experienced all of the same things that we all experience.  The older I get, the more I find that there is nothing I can experience that does not find some expression in the life of Christ while he was on earth. 
One of my favorite things each year was to go into downtown Toronto to Simpson’s department store, which always transformed an entire block into a Christmas wonderland.  It was even more amazing than what you see in a Christmas Story.  There was always a religious dimension with a nativity scene, etc.  The past few years, not only has the religious component disappeared, but even the secular Christmas theme has been replaced with a very bland winter landscape.  
There is nothing wrong with celebrating, with gift giving, with the hustle and bustle that comes from our Christmas preparations; however, we must be careful not to lose sight of what really matters. I was blessed in my family to have a good balance: yes, I remember the shopping, and all the gifts, but, I also remember the wonderful traditions of Christmas Eve with my mother’s side of the family and Christmas day with my father’s side of the family.  I also remember how, even when I was a small child, Mass was a highlight of Christmas, not a break from playing with presents.  The greatest gift that you can give at Christmas is to help your family put it in perspective.  

Think about the very first Christmas: Mary and Joseph could not find an inn and so, following on a long and treacherous journey, Jesus was born amongst animals and filth.  We all worry about so many things, and we want so much to make a good impression, to have our celebrations go perfectly, but that is not how it was for Mary and Joseph.  

A few days ago Pope Francis had some beautiful thoughts for us as we begin our Christmas celebrations:

To live Christmas is to let oneself be shaken by its surprising novelty. Jesus’ Birth doesn’t offer the reassuring warmth of a fireplace, but the divine thrill that shakes history. Christmas is the revenge of humility over arrogance, of simplicity over abundance, of silence over noise, of prayer over “my time,” of God over my “I.”

May we all learn from the child Jesus, as well as Mary and Joseph, how to live according to God’s designs.  God wants us all to rejoice and be full of peace both now and for all eternity; however, the way that He chose to be born reminds us all that we must not seek that peace in external reassurances.  The peace that God wants for us is the peace that comes from knowing He is with us.  Even in most unlikely of all places, a manger barely fit for animals, is God to be found.  Instead of worrying about perfection: the perfect present, the perfect meal, the perfect family, let us look to the example of our Lord Himself.  May this Christmas be the best Christmas ever, and may your celebrations be a reflection of the joys of heaven, which is to say, may you truly see that Jesus is Emmanuel, God-with-us.
