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This year the first Sunday of Christmas is also the feast of St Stephen 

So let us pray 

Gracious Father  
Who gave the first martyr Stephen 
Grace to pray for those who took up stones against him: 
Grant that in all our sufferings for the truth 
We may learn to love even our enemies 
And to seek forgiveness for those who desire our hurt 
Looking up to heaven to him who was crucified for us 
Jesus Christ our mediator and advocate, 
Who is alive and reigns with you, 
In the unity of the Holy Spirit 
One God, now and for ever 
Amen 
 

Lord, all those thoughts and words that come from you will you bless them and make them 
fruitful and all those thoughts and words that come not from you but from our own vanity 
will you please forgive. 
Amen 
 
Yesterday we celebrated Christmas, the feast of Jesus' birth. We gathered around the 
manger and with Mary and Joseph and the shepherds we sung "Silent Night", and we heard 
the good tidings of joy and for peace for the world.  

And then suddenly today, rather abruptly we hear of the bloody death of Stephen, and of 
Jesus' warnings of persecution, of death, betrayal and hatred  

Why does the church choose to remember Stephen’s martyrdom so soon after we celebrate 
the birth of Christ?  

Is there a connection between Christmas and the martyr Stephen?  Well lets us take our 
minds back to Christmas eve and to Midnight Mass and let us think about what happens in 
that service. We will have indeed remembered and celebrated the birth of the Christ Child, 
but as we knelt with the shepherds on the stable floor, we will through the words of the 
Eucharistic Prayer have remembered not just Christ’s birth but his passion and death on the 
cross.  

Somehow in the incarnation, of God becoming human, there is a strange entanglement of 
birth and death. There is a moment when the shadow of the cross falls across the manager.  

Christ is born in a stable in Bethlehem and will die on a cross outside the walls of Jerusalem.  



When Mary and Joseph present Jesus at the temple the devout and wise Simeon offers a 
prophecy of both joy and pain, of both life and death. 

This is discussed most brilliantly in TS Elliot’s famous Christmas poem, the Journey of the 
Magi, which has one of the Wise Men looking back and reflecting on the events of the first 
Christmas, 

All this was a long time ago, I remember, 
And I would do it again, but set down this 
Set down this:  
Were we led all this way for birth or death? 
There was birth, certainly 
We had evidence and no doubt. 
I had seen birth and death  
But had thought  
They were different: 
The birth was hard and bitter agony for us 
Like death our own death  
 

There was a birth that there might be a death that we might have eternal life. 

Somewhere in the mystery of God sharing in our humanity through Christ there is an 
enabling of us to attempt to understand what it really means to be truly human, to be the 
people God created us to be.  

For Christ came that we might have life and have it abundantly. 

And so as we gaze at the stable and contemplate the enormity of God’s gift in the birth of 
the Christ Child we perhaps find ourselves beginning to let go of what we are to be what we 
should be.  

This happens at our baptism where we die to sin to be clothed in Christ.  

It happens deep inside us where we find in the manger of our inner being the warmth of a 
relationship that is forever new and transformative and yet strangely familiar as if we, like 
the Prodigal Son, have returned to the embrace of our loving Father.  

It is through this longed-for relationship that we are transformed, that the veil is lifted, and 
we begin see the face Christ in all we meet.  

Thomas Merton talked of a revelation he had in downtown Louisville in the centre of the 
shopping district when he was suddenly overwhelmed with the realisation that he loved all 
the people he could see.  



I have the immense joy of being, he says, of being a member of the human race in 
which God himself became incarnate. There was no way of telling all the people I 
met that day that they are all walking around shining like the Sun. 

It is through this revelation, of being able to see the face of Christ in the people that we 
meet, that we become like Stephen, we become witnesses to God’s love and presence in 
the world.  

That we might be able to truly love our neighbours and forgive our enemies. That we like 
Stephen may gaze into heaven and see the Son of Man standing at the right hand of 
Almighty God.  

Amen 

 

 


