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Merry Christmas, folks!  
I gotta be honest, before I started seminary, Christmas morning church was never a thing for me. Shoot, 

church anytime on Christmas Day was never a thing for me. We started our morning as early as we could stand 
it after staying up late for the midnight service the night before. Mercifully, the service started at 10:30 and let 
out at midnight, complete with candles lit and “Silent Night” hummed all the way home. Once home, we 
couldn’t go right to bed. No, that’d be too easy. We stayed up sipping non-alcoholic eggnog and listening to my 
stepdad read the bittersweet story of Barrington Bunny. It was well past 1 when we finally turned in. And we’d 
sleep in as long as our excitement would allow, which usually wasn’t terribly far past sunrise, much to the 
chagrin of my parents. We’d wake up and brush our teeth and begin to gather in the middle of the house. 

My sisters and I had a pact. Nobody was allowed to get gussied up any further than the teeth brushing. If 
one of us was gonna look bad in the Christmas present frenzy pictures, then all of us were gonna look bad. Each 
year, inevitably, a different one of my sisters would break that pact, so each year, the pictures are kind of 
hygenically lopsided. There’s one sister with her retainer on and bags under her eyes. There’s another sister 
with big, bi-focaled glasses and pajama pants. There’s me with a massive cowlick and a lazy eye. And then 
there’s the pact-breaker, clothes clean, hair sprayed, and face made up in a why-yes-I-just-woke-up-this-way 
“natural” kinda look. But even in spite of this Christmas morning betrayal, we all got over ourselves pretty 
quickly. Except the made-up one, she couldn’t get over herself. We mostly got over ourselves, and every year 
we had the same debate. Eat mom’s family-famous breakfast casserole first and then open presents? Or open 
presents first and then eat? Believe it or not, this was a real debate, and the merits of each side were weighed 
and measured carefully before we’d decide. Usually, though, what we decided on was some version of “let’s get 
the casserole in the oven, open presents while it’s cooking, and then eat when we’re done.” Mom was happy to 
oblige whatever we decided, and she beamed while she watched our delight all morning, whether tearing 
wrapping paper, popping bows on our heads as if we were the ones who created that joke, or stuffing our faces 
full of eggs and sausage and cheese all melted together. Oh, I can almost smell it!  

Stockings were a must before gifts could be distributed. We each had our own personalized stocking, but 
the contents were mostly the same for everyone. There were nuts still in the shell, really just about the only time 
all year we had nuts you had to work for. There was always an orange in the toe of the stocking. And each of us 
got some small, personal gift. One year, our stockings included tickets to go see Bob Seger as a family. 
Stockings and the gifts they held were a real treasure. The gift opening was fairly orderly. All the kids helped 
distribute presents, and we built up little forts of wrapped boxes. Most years our individual forts were about the 
same size as everyone else’s, but once in a while, someone got a big gift. And once in a long while, the whole 
family got a real big gift. My favorite Christmas morning picture of all time is of all of us tearing away at 
different parts of the same box, revealing a real, Macintosh desktop computer in a funky aqua-marine casing. 
The future had arrived at the Cato-Watts household.  

After gifts, we all stretched out on the floor around the speakerphone to call my step-siblings and their 
families, and just about the time we’d run out of things to talk about and couldn’t stand not to be off playing 
with our new things any longer, the oven timer would beep and it was time to gorge. And gorge ourselves we 
did. That breakfast casserole, it really was the stuff of legend. I’m getting a pretty fierce craving right about 
now, so if I disappear into the rectory for a bit, just wait it out, I’ll be back in about 45 minutes or so, once the 
oven gets up to 375. Anyway, after we ate, and after the carnage around the tree cleared away, there wasn’t 
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much left to do. We sort of scattered to the corners of the house, playing a new video game or calling a crush on 
the phone or trying to remember how to make those nutcracker things actually work.  

The rest of Christmas Day always felt sort of anti-climactic to me. I would’ve loved to have something 
else to do, even if it meant going to church for yet another service. We couldn’t even leave the house unless the 
whole family left the house together. I had a friend that lived just three houses down, and every year I’d ask to 
go visit, and every year the answer was the same. “No, it’s Christmas. Today’s about family.” Nevermind that 
we were as far away from each other as possible while technically remaining under the same roof. We were, at 
least in theory, together. If the star over Bethlehem fell to the earth precisely on our home, the headline 
would’ve read “Family Celebrates Christmas Under One Roof” and the world would’ve been none the wiser.  

Now, last night’s story, with Luke and angels and shepherds and everyone coming to look at Mary right 
after she’s given birth, and Joseph not saying a word, that was big and flashy and small and humble all at once. 
I’m all for the story, and I’m all for the big celebration. But I’m getting more and more interested these days in 
what happens between the big moments. What happened after the angels flitted away and the shepherds went 
home? What happened after everybody went to sleep, and Mary woke in the middle of the night to the new 
sound of her child crying? What happened as dark gave way to light and the family sat together, all under one, 
humble roof? There are so many gaps around that story I’d love to know. Who made breakfast? How’d they let 
the rest of their families know the news? What’d they do once the excitement faded and life just was again? In 
the middle of the most miraculous of days, normalcy returned, and life, treasured anew, went on.  

I’m so pleased to share this miraculously normal day with all of you. I’m so pleased we’ve each chosen 
to pause and reflect in the quiet and peaceful aftermath. I’m so pleased to build Christmas Day memories with 
you, memories that center around our shared story of what happened when the Word became Flesh. With 
oranges in stockings, casseroles in the oven, and Christ, finally, here on Earth. Merry Christmas.  
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