How can we share the true meaning of Christmas?

There is so much richness in the Christmas story that every year a new aspect of it can strike home. After another year travelling around England and Wales to share ways of evangelising, what resonates most with me this time is the way Mary, Joseph and the infant Jesus himself allowed themselves to be taken for strangers and refugees, and what this says about the gift that immigrants are to our Church, especially as we seek new means and methods of evangelising our land.

From hearing those terrible words, “No room at the inn” to the hurried flight into Egypt, the Holy Family identified themselves completely with all those in Britain and many other countries who find themselves exiled for political or religious reasons, or simply searching, as we all do, for a better way of living and a decent job. 

Since many immigrants are from Catholic countries or ethnic groups, their presence is particularly felt by the Church and talk has begun, from the Cardinal downwards, about the opportunities and challenges they present us with. 

Twenty years ago, when I began as a parish priest, a young woman from Malaysia asked to speak to me after one of the Sunday Masses. “How is it your parish is so dead, Father?” she asked. “Why do the people show so little joy in their prayers and songs?” Since I flattered myself that our parish was one of the livelier ones in the neighbourhood, I didn’t give a very warm welcome to this particular knock of the baby Jesus on my door, but my education was about to begin. 

Since to welcome the stranger is to welcome Jesus, I suggest that one of the best ways we can share the true meaning of Christmas is to consider how our parishes can become evangelising communities where we hear the stories of the immigrants, value who they are, serve their needs, allow them to evangelise us, and work alongside them to evangelise our society.

When we train people in personal evangelisation, we always stress the importance of genuine listening and interest in the other person. Marketing experts will tell you that you never try to sell to a stranger, and the same is true of evangelisation, though here our interest in the other should go way beyond that of an advertiser.

What does it mean to be a genuine friend of the poor, or of a refugee, not in a professional sense, but to make them welcome in your home? What does that mean for our parishes – how can they be places where the stranger feels at home, not patronised or put up with for a while because we’re Christians, or treated as some kind of exotic animal. That’s where the superficial multiculturalism of our society and a genuine welcoming of the other part company.

It can take a long time for some people’s stories to emerge. You can’t just smile and say “So, tell me your story” and expect it all to come out, when someone has been raped, or exploited and is possibly still suffering exploitation, as many immigrants are.

What would it have meant genuinely to welcome the Holy Family if we had been an innkeeper at the time? We would have had to think of all the needs of a mother about to give birth, just as the Good Samaritan projected himself imaginatively into the situation of the man robbed, and thought of all the needs that would arise. So how can we serve the needs of the immigrants among us? 

Some needs are obvious: food, housing,  clothing, protection from enemies, healthcare, learning English. Others less so: belonging, dealing with cultural desolation, the self-respect that comes from earning your own living, being able to make a contribution in the Church. 

That leads on to another question: how can we allow immigrants to evangelise us, as surely the innkeepers would have been evangelised had they welcomed Mary, Joseph and the baby Jesus? Our history is full of examples of cross-cultural evangelisation: Irish and Roman monks coming to England, English monks like St Boniface evangelising the Continent, the French missionary orders setting up here, often as refuges themselves after the French Revolution. 

But evangelisation also takes place less obviously. What about the way people from Zimbabwe and other African countries just enjoy being together and take time to do that. Isn’t that a challenge to our culture of over-work? When I visited China I was evangelised by the sheer simplicity and hunger of country people to have answers to the most basic spiritual questions, and ashamed of the over-complex answers we Westerners gave. 

“You are no longer strangers and sojourners, but you are fellow citizens with the saints and members of the household of God,” wrote St Paul in Ephesians 2:19. One of our main tasks now is to work in partnership with each other, immigrants and older established inhabitants together, for the evangelisation of our society. Newly arrived immigrants have much zeal to contribute to that task, but they also need guidance in the ways of our culture. 

Immigrants are a gift, often an unexpected one, to our Church and our society. But like all Christmas gifts, this one needs unwrapping, valuing and using with care. Unlike many of the gifts we shall receive this Christmas, we may well find that this one is Jesus himself in not too heavy a disguise.

For more suggestions about sharing faith this Christmas, visit CASE’s website: www.caseresources.org.uk and go to our Christmas resources page; e-mail us at: info@caseresources.org.uk; or phone 020 8458 3316.

