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I 

Almost everyone, I think, knows the story of the three wise men who saw a new star 
shining brightly in the sky and followed that star in search of the newborn king whose birth the 
star proclaimed.  

Their journey took them first to the royal palace in Jerusalem and then, when they 
discovered the child they were seeking was not there, to the dusty village of Bethlehem where 
the star shone above the humble home of a poor couple and their young baby. And when they 
saw the child, they knelt down and paid him homage, offering him what may have been the 
first-ever Christmas gifts—gold, frankincense, and myrrh.  

II 

Christmas, though, has not always been about giving and receiving gifts of gold or 
diamond rings, frankincense, X-boxes and Play Stations, myrrh, perfume, and ties that your 
father, brother-in-law, or husband will never wear. 

In fact, the spiritual ancestors of American Unitarians, the Puritans of the Massachusetts 
Bay Colony, actually passed a law in 1659 making it illegal to celebrate Christmas in any shape, 
form, or fashion.  

So it wasn’t until the late 1700s that a few Universalist and Unitarian churches held 
Christmas services. And even then, the now ubiquitous traditions of Christmas trees and gift-
giving among families and friends was completely unknown in most of the United States. 

III 

Today, of course, the pendulum has swung so far in the other direction that Christmas 
has become little more than an excuse, or obligation, to participate in a mad frenzy of spending 
and buying and consuming—a holiday that honors the holy trinity of capitalism, commercialism, 
and consumerism.  

And we’re to blame—both literally and historically.  

Because it was the famous British poet and Unitarian, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, who, in 
the early 1800s, wrote an essay, titled “The Christmas Tree,” that described the German 
tradition of exchanging gifts on Christmas day and introduced the tradition of giving gifts on 
Christmas in England and, later, in America when it was reprinted in 1824 in The Christian 
Register, a magazine published by the newly formed American Unitarian Association that is the 
predecessor of today’s UU World magazine.  

So, it’s Coleridge’s fault! But it’s also our fault—yours and mine.  

IV 

Christmas is about giving and receiving—gifts that are made by Santa’s elves at the 
North Pole, gifts wrapped in colorful paper and tied with beautiful ribbons and bright bows, 



gifts stuffed in stockings hanging near the chimney or stacked under the twinkling lights of 
Christmas trees.  

And yet, as Dr. Seuss reminds us in his children’s book, The Grinch Who Stole Christmas, 
there’s more to Christmas than toys and trains, ribbons and bows, boxes and bags.  

You know the story. In the dark of night, the Grinch sneaks into the village of Who-ville 
and steals all of the Whos’ Christmas presents—stockings, lights and trees, even the turkey for 
Christmas dinner—and, on Christmas morning, he listens, expecting to hear the cries of 
disappointed Who children and their parents. But, instead, he hears them singing.  

As Dr. Seuss tells it: “The Grinch, with his Grinch-feet ice-cold in the snow, stood 
puzzling and puzzling: “How could it be so? Christmas came without ribbons! It came without 
tags! It came without packages, boxes, or bags!” And he puzzled three hours, still his puzzler 
was sore. Then the Grinch thought of something he hadn’t before! “Maybe Christmas, he 
thought, “doesn’t come from a store. May Christmas … perhaps … means a little bit more!” 

Maybe Christmas doesn’t come from a store. Maybe Christmas means a little bit more. 
Maybe the gifts of Christmas are not the gifts under the twinkling Christmas trees in our homes 
but the gifts that can be found only within ourselves, within our hearts and in the hearts of 
others.  

V 

I was born not in Bethlehem or Nazareth but in the company owned hospital of a small 
mill town in Alabama, not on Christmas day but on a hot and humid evening in June. And when 
my parents celebrated my first Christmas with them six months later, there were no wise men 
bringing gifts of gold, frankincense, or myrrh.  

But someone—I don’t know whether it was Santa Clause or my parents or 
grandparents—left me a gift under the tree. It was a brown teddy bear that we named “Big 
Gruff” in order to distinguish him from the teddy bear named “Little Gruff” that my younger 
brother Robert got the following Christmas.  

I loved Big Gruff—so much so that when, at the age of ten or eleven, I thought that I was 
a big boy and too old to play with teddy bears, most of his fur, like that of the Velveteen Rabbit, 
had been worn off. And though I’m sure Big Gruff has long since decomposed in a garbage 
dump somewhere, I will always treasure him as the first Christmas gift someone gave me.  

But even more than Big Gruff himself, the gift that I treasure most when I think about 
him is the gift that my mother gave me when I was seven or eight years old and she taught me 
how to make a shirt and pants for him from scraps of cloth in her sewing basket, measuring his 
arms and legs with a tailor’s tape measure, drawing a pattern and then carefully cutting the 
cloth with her good sewing scissors, pinning the seams together with straight pins from the pin 
cushion, carefully threading the needle, and very slowly and deliberately and imperfectly 
stitching the pieces together.  

I know now and I knew then that I didn’t do a very good job. Big Gruff’s pants were way 
too tight and there were gaps in the arms of his shirt. But my mother told me that he looked 
quite handsome in his new clothes. She taught me to sew. But more than that, she taught me 



the lesson—though it’s a lesson that I still haven’t fully learned—that I can be special without 
being perfect. My mother gave me the gift of her time and attention and care. She gave me the 
gift of love.  

VI 

Looking back over more than sixty Christmases now, I’m beginning to understand and 
appreciate that the real gifts I’ve received and given at Christmas have been more important 
than the presents I wrapped or unwrapped.  

That was certainly the case with the doll house that Mrs. Santa Claus (because I’m 
pretty sure my father never would have bought it for me) gave me for Christmas, 1956 when I 
was five years old and we lived in the snowy woods of northern Wisconsin.  

When I was young, I was obsessed with designing and building houses and, as soon as I 
knew what an architect was, told my parents I wanted to be an architect when I grew up. So I 
guess I asked Santa for a doll house that year (or Santa knew that that’s what a young wannabe 
architect would really want for Christmas. But I remember, too, taking my new doll house to 
show and tell for my kindergarten class and being told by one of my friends that boys don’t play 
with dolls.  

And so, this Christmas, I remember not so much the gift of a doll house as a gift that 
said, however subtly or unintentionally, follow your dreams, be what you want to be, be who 
you are and want to be no matter what others may say.  

I remember, too, the first Christmas presents that Miriam and I gave each other, sitting 
on a decrepit sofa in the tiny, cold, apartment I was living in at the time. I was in college and it 
was winter break, Christmas Eve, 1971—the first Christmas I spent away from my family 
because my father said I couldn’t come home until I cut my hair and stopped dressing like a 
hippy.  

Miriam and I had started dating earlier that fall and it didn’t take me long (maybe a 
week or two) to fall head over heels in love with her. (It took her a little bit longer than that.) 
After class, we’d meet in front of the old administration building and sit underneath a huge, old 
oak tree as the sun was setting and night was falling before I walked her home, holding hands, 
and then rode my bike back across campus.  

It would be an understatement to say that I didn’t have a lot of money. But I went to 
Ware’s Jewelers in downtown Auburn on Christmas Eve determined to buy Miriam a Christmas 
present—not a Christmas present, but the perfect Christmas present. And there I found a 
collection of Hummel figurines, just like the ones that I’d always admired in the glass-fronted 
case in the living room of my Grandmother Saxon’s home. I bought the figurine of a blond-
haired, blue-eyed school girl with a satchel on her back. I have no idea how much it cost, but 
whatever the cost it was pretty much all the money I had.  

I gave the little school girl to Miriam that night and she has been with us ever since. I 
remember that Christmas every time I see the little school girl standing on Miriam’s dresser.  

And I remember, too, the gift that Miriam gave me that Christmas: a print of the dark, 
twisted limbs of a tree silhouetted against a purple and rose-colored sky to remind me always 



of the time we spent together, sitting and talking and falling in love, under the oak tree in front 
of Samford Hall as the day faded.  

I remember the presents that we gave each other that first Christmas—the little school 
girl and the print of the tree against the sky. But what I treasure are the gifts that we gave each 
other that Christmas—the gifts of love and friendship, the gifts of gratitude for our time 
together and hope for the future that was yet to come.  

VII 

The best gifts of Christmas, I believe, are not the ones that are stacked beneath the tree, 
wrapped in colorful paper with ribbons and bows. They are the ones that too often go 
unnoticed, hidden beneath all the tinsel and glitter or drowned out by the hustle and bustle of 
the holiday season. 

The best gifts of Christmas, I believe, are the gifts of memory, recalling the happiness 
and the loneliness of Christmases past.  

The best gifts of this time of year, I believe, are the gifts of darkness and light, of silence 
and waiting—gifts that we receive only when we slow down and turn inward, when we are 
quiet and listen for the sound of the wind in the trees and the song of angels in the night, when 
we walk in the dark with the cold wind in our face, when we turn our backs on the bright lights 
of shopping malls to see the soft light of the moon, the stars above, or the flickering flame of a 
single candle.  

The best gifts of Christmas, I believe, are the gifts of music and singing—not the 
incessant stains of Frosty the Snowman playing in every store but the familiar songs and carols 
that we sing again and again regardless of whether we’re really dreaming of a white Christmas 
or believe in the virgin birth.  

The best gifts of Christmas are the gifts of love given and received, the gifts of friendship 
and community, the simple gifts of smelling cookies baking in the oven and the taste of hot 
cocoa on a cold winter night.  

The best gifts of Christmas are the gifts of discovering something special in the midst of 
life’s imperfection, the gifts of finding new meanings in old stories—stories of hope, stories of 
new birth, stories of joy in the midst of sadness, stories of endings that become beginnings. 

VIII 

And so we come today—I come today—seeking the true gifts of Christmas, gifts that do 
not come wrapped in colorful paper and tied with beautiful ribbons and bright bows, gifts that 
cannot be put in stockings that hang near the chimney or stacked under the twinkling lights of 
Christmas trees, gifts that do not come from Santa’s workshop at the North Pole.  

We come hoping to discover the hidden gifts of the season: the gifts that may go 
unnoticed beneath the tinsel and glitter.  

We come in search the inner gifts of Christmas: the gifts that we will treasure forever in 
our hearts.  



We come seeking all the gifts that this season may hold—the gifts of memory and hope, 
the gifts of darkness and light, the gifts of silence and waiting, the gifts of sadness and joy, the 
gift of love given and received, the gift of finding new meanings in old stories, the gift of 
discovering something unexpected and extraordinary in our ordinary lives and something 
special in the midst of the life’s imperfection.  

May we unwrap, lovingly, joyously, and reverently, all the gifts of Christmas and hold 
them in our hearts, treasuring them and sharing them with the world, not only this Christmas 
but throughout the coming year and in all the years and Christmases yet to come.  

May it be so. 
 


