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December   26,   2020   

Feast   of   St.   Stephen,   First   Martyr   
  

  
Brothers   and   Sisters,   

  
Christmas   in   the   Loftus   house   was   replete   with   drama.   There   was   always   some   involvement   in   
the   goings-on   at   Church   because   we   were   involved   in   the   parish   choir,   the   parking   lot,   serving   
mass,   reading   the   scripture,   singing   a   psalm…   It   was   a   small   village   and   we   all   pitched   in.   As   
young   children   we   were   always   sent   to   have   a   nap   on   Christmas   Eve   day,   because   we   had   to   
be   ready   and   alert   for   (actual)   Midnight   Mass.   When   we’d   be   awakened,   we’d   be   given   one   
wrapped   gift   to   open,   which   amazingly(!!!)   was   always   an   essential   part   of   our   wardrobe   for   
Church…   a   new   pair   of   shoes,   a   shirt,   a   tie,   a   dress,   a   sweater,   a   jacket…   
  

The   weeks   before   Christmas   involved   dark   and   cold   nights   rehearsing   in   the   Church,   and   it   all   
came   to   a   head   on   Christmas   Eve.   This   was   the   one   night   of   the   year   when   everyone   involved   
wanted   to   pull   out   all   the   stops.   Immigrants   who   could,   always   came   home   for   the   Christmas.   
Those   who   couldn’t   were   remembered   in   prayer   by   the   families.   The   Parish   Church   had   a   sitting   
capacity   of   over   800   (huge   in   rural   Ireland),   but   inevitably,   even   with   the   most   inclement   of   
weather,   people   would   be   standing   outside,   the   inside   being   “wedged”   with   people.     
  

At   11:30pm,   the   massive   pipe   organ   would   bellow   into   life   as   the   organist   and   the   choir   began   to   
sing   carols.   The   last   remaining   seats   in   the   Church   would   be   filled   during   the   first   carol.   The   
priest   and   altar   servers   would   have   to   make   their   way   through   the   crowded   aisle   to   get   to   the   
rear   of   the   church   for   the   beginning   of   the   procession.   Once   mass   began,   it   was   as   though   
everyone   present   in   the   Church   were   transported   beyond   time.   Warm   faces   were   reflected   in   
candle-light,   as   people   made   themselves   as   small   as   possible   in   order   to   have   as   many   people   
fit   as   possible.   Heads   nodded,   hands   waved   and   smiles   were   infectious   as   neighbors   and   
friends   greeted   one   another   back   from   London,   Manchester,   Cleveland,   Chicago,   New   York,   

  

When   I   was   a   child,   the   day   after   Christmas   was   one   on   
which   we   usually   went   to   Church   for   the   Feast   of   St.   
Stephen,   the   First   Martyr.   Beyond   that,   it   was   a   day   when   
we   feasted   on   leftovers   from   the   Christmas   dinner.   There   
was   always   food   left   over.   My   mother   had   an   amazing   
capacity   to   put   food   on   the   table   in   front   of   us   on   
Christmas   that   we   couldn’t   possibly   hope   to   finish.   (That   
said,   I   remember   when   we   were   in   our   teens/early   
twenties,   the   leftovers   didn’t   stretch   as   long   as   they   once   
did).   Mam   was   both   a   great   cook   and   a   wonderful   baker,   
and   her   children   showed   their   appreciation   by   devouring   
everything   in   sight.   But   the   day   after   Christmas   was   really   
about   trying   to   catch   up   with   ourselves   after   overdoing   
everything   in   terms   of   food   and   drink   on   the   prior   day.   

Mollie   preparing   to   participate   in   Mass   
streamed   from   the   parish   church   

  in   which   she   was   baptized.   



  
  
  

Boston,   Liverpool,   Glasgow,   Dublin,   and   other   exoctic   places   like   Letterkenny,   Killarney   and   
Cork!     
  

A   bell   would   ring,   the   choir’s   signal   to   give   full   voice   to   “Adeste   Fideles   /   O   Come   All   Ye   
Faithful”.   Never   was   a   song   so   enthusiastically   sung   by   people   who   most   of   the   time   wouldn’t   be   
caught   dead   singing   in   the   Church.   The    Missa   San   Martin ,   or   Mass   of   St.   Martin,   wove   a   mantle   
of   mystery   and   joy   around   the   congregation,   the   choral   latin   mass   setting   a   Christmas   treat   for   
the   parish.   This   was   always   left   to   the   choir   to   navigate,   and   invariably   they   rose   to   the   
occasion.   Any   bum   notes   were   forgiven   and   forgotten   before   the   mass   concluded.   “Silent   Night   /   
Oíche   Chiúin”,   “Angels   We   Have   Heard   on   High”,   and   other   favorite   carols   featured,   until   the   
singing   of   “Joy   to   the   World”   which   marked   the   conclusion   of   the   liturgy.   Just   before   it   was   sung,   
the   parish   priest   always   announced   the   updated   info   on   Santa   Claus   and   his   progress   around   
the   world,   as   he   encouraged   all   the   children   of   the   parish   to   hurry   home   and   get   to   sleep.   
  

On   our   way   home,   we   always   stopped   at   our   grandparents.   There   we   would   have   a   treat.   A   
sausage,   some   dessert,   some   tea,   some   whiskey.   It   was   a   quick   visit,   but   then   we’d   be   off   home   
to   bed.   The   last   thing   we   did   before   going   to   bed   was   to   set   out   a   slice   of   Christmas   cake   and   a   
shot   of   whiskey   (remember,   it’s   very   cold   in   Ireland   in   Winter)   on   a   small   table   beside   the   
Christmas   tree   in   the   living   room,   next   to   the   chair   closest   to   the   chimney.   Then   we   had   to   get   to   
sleep   or   Santa   wouldn’t   come.     
  

I   can   remember   one   Christmas   waking   so   early   my   parents   got   up   to   send   us   back   to   bed.   It   
was   about   3am!   More   often   on   Christmas   morning   we   kids   would   get   up   about   7am   and   sneak   
quietly   down   the   hallway,   to   find   the   living   room   filled   with   toys   from   Santa   Claus.   Quiet   quickly   
gave   way   to   squeals   of   excitement.   The   delight   and   the   magic   of   those   mornings   still   lingers   
deep   within.   We   exchanged   gifts   with   one   another   while   still   in   our   PJs.   Dad   would   light   the   fire   
in   the   fireplace,   and   Mam,   who   often   had   stayed   up   for   hours   in   the   night   finishing   preparations   
for   the   Christmas   Dinner,   would   be   getting   things   lined   up   in   the   kitchen.   About   8:30   we’d   all   pile   
into   Dad’s   car.   Our   breath   would   cause   the   windows   to   get   all   fogged   up   and   we’d   have   to   wait   
until   the   temperature   adjusted   and   Dad   could   drive   safely.   In   less   than   five   minutes   we’d   be   
piling   back   out   of   the   car   and   running   (often   still   in   our   PJs)   into   our   grandparents   house.   
Another   round   of   gift-giving   and   -receiving.     
  

I   know   that   mine   was   a   blessed   childhood.   I   was   the   first-born   of   our   generation   in   our   family   as   
the   eldest   child   and   eldest   grandchild.   I   have   two   brothers   and   two   sisters,   along   with   22   first   
cousins.   While   some   relationships   are   closer   than   others,   on   the   whole   we   all   get   along   and   
enjoy   one   another’s   company.   That’s   not   a   gift   I   take   for   granted.   Now   the   children   of   the   next   
generation   are   growing,   and   it   is   a   joy   and   a   blessing   to   all   of   us.   Life,   and   all   it   holds,   continues   
to   be   a   source   of   grace   and   wonder.   
  

We’ve   all   developed   traditions   and   family   rituals,   and   they   are   both   adapted   and   preserved   
according   to   time   and   circumstance.   Some   of   those   developments   are   more   subtle   than   others.   
The   Christmas   holiday   in   particular   is   special   to   our   family,   as   it   is   to   many,   many   families.   This   
year,   our   rituals   and   our   traditions   will   be   adapted   in   very   noticeable   ways.   It   is   good   to   
remember   that   what   lies   beneath   the   rituals   and   the   activities   are   the   ties   and   bonds   of   family   



  
  
  

and   friends.   These   continue   to   endure   irrespective   of   the   immediate   circumstances   of   our   world.   
This   is   the   stuff   of   the   heart.   This   is   the   stuff   of   the   soul.   
  

I,   as   much   as   anyone   else,   might   lament   not   being   able   to   celebrate   as   freely   and   as   
wholeheartedly   as   I   would   like   in   these   days.   However,   as   I   reflect   on   the   goodness   and   the   
blessings   of   my   life,   and   the   love   and   care   I   have   shared   with   family   and   friends,   I   can’t   help   but   
be   grateful   for   those   bonds   of   life   and   love   with   which   God   has   blessed   me.   The   blessings   of   
these   bonds,   God’s   gift   to   me,   matter   far   more   than   any   disappointments   I   feel.   These   blessings   
feed   my   soul   even   without   the   usual   rituals   and   traditions   in   which   I’m   accustomed   to   engage.     
  

The   vulnerability   of   life   is   made   manifest   in   the   image   of   the   Word-made-Flesh   year   after   year.   
Perhaps   because   of   the   context   of   2020,   I   am   particularly   attentive   to   that   very   human   
vulnerability,   into   which   God   comes,   slipping   into   the   vulnerability   with   the   divine   presence   and   
immensity.   I   am   acutely   aware   of   the   absolute   graciousness   and   goodness   of   almighty   God,   and   
give   God   praise   and   thanks   for   all   the   good   he   has   done   for   me   “in-the-flesh”,   through   those   
who   share   my   life   and   love.   
  

May   God’s   blessings   find   fulfilment   in   you   and   in   those   dearest   to   you   in   these   holy   days.   
  

F�.   Davi�   


