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A Homily by    “Taking our Shoes Off to Enter the Holy Story”
The Rev’d Jo Popham        Nativity of the Lord

December 24, 2010
5 o’clock Family Service

Luke 2:1-20

Tonight I am going to take off my shoes as I enter the holy space here in the chancel

near the altar. On Christmas Day we hear a holy story, so we could remove our shoes to

show that we are walking on holy ground when we enter into the story of Christmas. You

don’t have to take your shoes off if you don’t want, but I do ask you to open your hearts

to hear the holy story of Jesus’s birth. Taking off our shoes or putting on special clothes

are signs that we are honouring the story. People from different countries do this in

different ways. Some priests from other cultures only wear certain slippers to enter into

this area of the church near the altar. And we all celebrate Christmas in very different

ways. I wear special clothes today. I wear a stole as I usually do is a symbol of a yoke, it

shows everyone that I am a priest – a servant of God – a worker in the fields of the Lord.

The color white is – set aside in the church for Easter and Christmas and other holy days.

So today I wear a white stole. And for most of the service, except when I am preaching, I

am wearing my fancy cope.

Do you know of someone who wears special clothing as a sign of their work in the

church? Have you seen what the bishop wears? He wears a special robe with ruffles at the

wrist. He wears a stole too. His cope or cloak is really fancy. And he wears a funny hat. It

looks like a crown. What do you think we call it? A mitre.

There was a bishop years ago who lived in what we would now call the country of

Turkey. His name was St. Nicholas. Did you think that St. Nick lived at the North Pole?

Well  we might think of St. Nicholas as the jolly man in red velvet clothes who brings

Christmas gifts to good little girls and boys, but they are two very different people. St.

Nicholas did not have any reindeer. He rode on a horse or led a donkey. But he did love
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to wear his red stole. His parents had died and left him a lot of money, and he used that

money to help the poor. He wore his red vestments, his church clothes with big crosses

on them, all the time to show that he was doing God’s work. He loved the people just as

Jesus does, and he gave to the poor to show God’s love to them. And people came to

Bishop Nicholas because they recognized him by his funny clothes. And they knew that

he would try to help them. People told him about a large family who were so poor that

their three daughters could not afford to get married. In Nicholas’s time, parents of the

bride paid money to the groom’s family. Well, this family was so poor that they had even

thought of selling the girls into slavery since they could not provide for them. When

Nicholas heard of this he came to their home while they were sleeping and put a bag of

gold coins in their shoes. (Or was it their stockings?) In this way, he helped the girls so

that they could marry and start their own families. Nicholas was showing Jesus’s love for

them. We have a good model of generosity in St. Nicholas. And in a way what we do –

when we celebrate Christmas –giving gifts and receiving gifts – is a way of reminding us

to show Jesus’s love for us by caring for one another and for those who are not as blessed

as we are. But Christmas gifts also remind us that Jesus is a gift to us – that he was born

for us. We receive the best gift of all every Christmas: Jesus the Christ.

Now I am putting my shoes back on. Should I check to see if there is a gift in them

first? Look there are gold coins in my shoe.

As you leave this Christmas night, I encourage you all, especially the children among

us, to take a candy cane home with you. They have become for many of us a symbol of

St. Nicholas’s generosity and of his care for those in need. Bishops carry staffs or

shepherd crooks. Shepherds were among the first to look for the sign of the Messiah, of

the Lord, of the child in a manger who would be our Saviour, the one who would bring

peace and love to all the world. And just as St. Nicholas did, our bishops carry a

shepherd’s crook to show that they tend their sheep, they shepherd or care for us – their
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people. A candy cane looks like a Bishop’s crozier or shepherd’s crook to me. What do

you think?

Will you help me bless these candy canes?

Dear God, giver of all good gifts, we thank you for St. Nicholas and his generous

heart. May these candy canes shaped like a Bishop’s staff, be a reminder of your care for

us. Help us to have generous hearts. Now we ask that God might bless these brightly

striped sweets, that all who taste them will feel the joy of God on their tongues and in

their hearts this Christmas. In Christ’s name we pray.  Amen.

Many of our Christmas traditions might be traced back to St. Nicholas. “Christmas

stockings hung by the chimney with care in hopes that St. Nicholas soon would be there”

echos the story of Nicholas rescuing the young maidens by supplying their dowries, some

say by slipping the money into their shoes, others say by tossing gold coins in through the

window where the money landed in their stockings that had been left to dry by the

fireplace. Gold balls on the Christmas tree also stand for the dowry money, and oranges

or apples in the toe of Christmas stockings also remind us of St. Nicholas’s gifts, always

given in the dark of night, in secret, given with no expectation of anything in return, so

that the glory will be God’s, the giver of all good gifts, who gave us the best and most

wonderful gift – the baby laid in a manger.

Will you pray with me?

Gracious God: we thank you for all of your gifts to us. We have prepared ourselves –

our homes and our hearts – for the coming of your son Jesus the Christ. Now on this

Christmas Eve may we receive him with joy.  Amen.


