
Sermon for the First Sunday After Christmas: John 1:1-18 
The Rev. Brooks Cato 

Merry Christmas, folks! We’re still going! Today is the Fifth Day of Christmas. Now, on the First Day 
of Christmas, while I didn’t get a partridge or a pear tree, I did receive an extraordinary gift from one of my 
sisters, the kind that makes you so glad the world exists that you can’t help but cry.  

So, my sister’s been going through a rough time. Over the past two years, in addition to walking both of 
our grandmothers to their deaths, she’s also been going through the painful and messy process of getting a 
divorce and discovering what life on the other side of those enormous changes means. It’s been no fun, I’ll tell 
ya, but God bless her, she has shown immense strength, drawing on wells of faith and family and friends, and 
refusing to let her world be defined by him any longer. And what she’s doing is finding purpose in her sorrows. 
But this year was her first Christmas Eve to celebrate without her kids. With them gone, she knew the day 
would be made all the more difficult if she stayed at the house, so she kept herself busy. She went in to work, 
went to the gym, ran from the shadow reminding her that she was alone. She could feel it behind her all day, but 
she knew if she just kept moving, just kept busy, it couldn’t catch up. At least, she hoped.  

As the sun set, she made her way to that last distraction with creeping shadow still behind. My sister’s 
last item on the shadow-fleeing agenda was a visit to the local women’s prison. She’s gone with a group from 
her church off and on for a few years. They do Eucharist there, services very similar to what we’re doing here. 
Only it’s, well, it’s different. Eucharist is big on community gathering, and they do that. But the prison is a 
no-touch facility, which means exactly what it sounds like. Inmates can’t touch each other, and visitors can’t 
touch inmates. Can you imagine that? For however long you’re incarcerated, the only physical human contact 
you’re allowed comes from guards and COs and the occasional medical professional. All other freedoms 
stripped from you, and now something as simple as touch, too.  

There are some logistics in the service they’ve had to get creative around. When the church folks 
welcome the women into the room, there’s warmth, but there’s no handshakes. When they share communion, 
there’s an elaborate system to make sure the bread ends up passing from one person to another without contact. 
And maybe the most heartbreaking, when they pass the Peace, they turn to each other and sort of bow, no 
handshakes, no hugs, no pats on the shoulder. Just a quick bow. This is what my sister and those inmates have 
come to expect. It’s not ideal, but it’s the rules. What’re you gonna do? Well, apparently in the lead-up to 
Christmas, my sister’s priest decided it was time to change the rules, at least where she could. So, she met with 
the powers that be and convinced them that the Peace wasn’t just a cute gesture or a way to skirt the no-touch 
policy. It was so much more.  

See, when we pass the Peace, there’s so much tied up in that one gesture. I had a congregation once that 
thought the Peace was the church-equivalent of the seventh-inning stretch. Stand up, shake the cobwebs from 
your legs, check the football scores, make a business deal, see how so-and-so’s new baby is doing, you get the 
idea. Oh, and there was one curmudgeon in the back who refused to participate in the Peace because it was an 
addition to the service imposed on southerners by yankees, and it didn’t mean a durn thing anyway. At least, 
that’s what she claimed. The last thing on any of their minds was church.  

But the passing of the Peace is a very, very old practice, and it’s absolutely steeped in meaning. First off, 
where it happens matters. It’s at the tail end of the first half of the service, what we call the Liturgy of the Word. 
We gather together as the people of God. We praise God, we hear God’s message through scripture, we listen to 
a sermon and, hopefully, hear some nugget of truth that stirs something in our being. We pray for the needs of 
the world, we confess where we’ve sinned, we’re reminded that Christ has taken those sins on so we don’t have 
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to carry them anymore, and then we pass the Peace. We stand, we see a spouse we’ve wronged, a neighbor 
we’ve not been kind to, a stranger in need of welcome in spite of all they’ve done, and we greet them all in the 
name of God.  

There’s an echo, too, of Matthew in there: “When you are offering your gift at the altar, if you remember 
that your brother or sister has something against you, leave your gift there before the altar and go; first be 
reconciled to your brother or sister, and then come and offer your gift.” Maybe it’s not practical to go all the 
way to your brother’s house to reconcile with him there, but the person in the pew behind you can serve as a 
symbolic stand in. Greet that person in the name of God, and you’ll soon greet your brother likewise.  

It gets deeper, still. There’s the theology of the Body of Christ that Paul talks about so much. When you 
greet another person, you greet them as though they were actually part of Jesus, with the same humility, 
gratitude, and awe. And you greet them as though you were actually part of Jesus, with the same grace, 
generosity, and forgiveness extended.  

One last thing. The Peace, more than anything, is about the Incarnation. The Word became flesh and 
dwelt among us. And suddenly, our bodies begin to matter even more. Our bodies were already sacred because 
they were divinely created things, but now, they’re elevated. Having a body matters in a deeply spiritual way. 
That we move, that we stub our toes, that Christ lives, suffers, dies, and ascends, all that plays into us and all the 
things our bodies do. When we shake hands, when we hug, when we pass the Kiss of Peace, we touch the 
Incarnation of God. 

Y’all, the Peace is a big deal. It’s about recognizing your own fault; it’s about forgiving the faults of 
someone else; it’s about being reassured that Christ’s sacrifice really does matter right here, and right now, and 
right there between two people. The Peace is the Body of Christ repairing itself and looking to repair the world. 
And all that happens before we turn our attention to the next part, when we join with the entire Body of Christ 
to partake in the Body of Christ as one body and one blood. That’s what the Peace is about. So, when my 
sister’s priest told the warden at the women’s prison what the Peace meant, especially that whole thing about 
recognizing fault and trying to repair wrongs done, the warden relented, just for that sliver of the service. But 
the priest kept the secret.  

My sister sat near the bread and the wine, and an inmate filled the chair next to her, close, but not so 
close that the folds of their shirts could touch. They gathered. The women came in, warmly greeted but no 
handshakes shared. They praised God. They heard the word of God. They listened to a sermon, they prayed for 
the world from inside their white-cement block walls, they confessed their sins, and they crossed their chests 
with the dear reminder that they, too, are forgiven. And then the priest said, “The Peace of the Lord be always 
with you. You may now pass the Peace with a hug.”  

Everyone froze. My sister shot her priest a look. Was this some sort of civil disobedience? Was the 
priest taking them all down with her? What was happening? The women, also, froze. One had her hands already 
in proper bowing position, turned slightly to the woman next to her, and just stared back at the priest. Another 
woman, finally, squeaked out, “For real?” And, like a scene from a movie, they all turned their heads to the 
guard at the door who just gave a simple, quiet nod, and said, “Go ahead.” The room immediately changed. 
Timid handshakes erupted into tight, strong hugs. My sister wept on the shoulder of an inmate who said, “I 
remember you! You were at my baptism!” And the Body of Christ knit itself a little closer on Christmas Eve.  

I cannot imagine what that moment was like. I’ve been in hopeless places and hopeless times, but 
nothing like the solitary nature of serving out a prison term surrounded by people that can’t even share a high 
five. I’ve shared hope found. I’ve greeted someone who’s forgiven me. I’ve lived a lot of things that we say the 
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Peace is about, but never like that. On Christmas Eve, my sister and those women embraced Emmanuel - God 
Among Us - in a way I will always treasure in my heart. I wasn’t there, but I’m better for knowing the story, for 
hearing her tell the story through years of tears stored up, and for getting to share with you today that same 
gesture, that Peace from God who lived among us: Jesus. Emmanuel. The Word Made Flesh. The Prince of 
Peace.  
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