Christmas Day 25/12/25

We are in Ireland in the early sixth century, suffering a ‘green martyrdom’ — there is no
persecution so some of the men, and some of the women, begin to seek a martyrdom of the
solitary life.

‘Grant me sweet Christ the grace to find —
Son of the living God! —

A small hut in a lonesome spot.

To make it my abode.

A pleasant woodland all about

To shield it from the wind

And make a home for singing birds
Before it and behind.

A southern aspect for the heat.

A stream along its foot,

A smooth green lawn with rich topsoil.

Propitious to all fruit. . .. * (attributed to St.Manchan of Offaly)

Echoes there of W.B. Yeats and the Lake Isle of Innisfree:

‘I will arise and go now, and go to Innisfree.

And a small cabin build there, of clay and wattles made.
Nine bean rows will I have there, a hive for the honey-bee,
And live alone, in the bee-loud glade. . . . . ‘

But unlike Yeats, the hermit’s song or poem of the early sixth century recognises that this
solitariness is not for its own sake only — it’s a solitariness to serve others, a place that will
attract many, the seedbed indeed in Ireland of the first townships, for the hermit wishes also
for:

‘A little pool but very clear

To stand beside the place

Where all men’s sins are washed away

By sanctifying grace - a place for baptisms

and ‘My choice of men to live with me
And pray to God as well,
Quiet men of humble mind
Their number, I shall tell:

Two by two my dozen friends —

To tell the number right —

Praying with me to move the King

Who gives the sun its light.’ — a place for a monastery, a community of men.

St Brigid puts it in even bolder terms, that is the demand for monastic hospitality, for our
outreach to others that gives honour and glory to God — here is part of her table-grace:

‘I should like a great lake of forest ale.
For the King of Kings

1 should like a table of the choicest food
For the family of heaven.



Let the ale be made from the fruits of faith.
And the food be forgiving love.

1 should welcome the poor to my feast.
For they are God’s children.
1 should welcome the sick to my feast,
For they are God'’s joy.
Let the poor sit with Jesus at the highest place,
And the sick dance with the angels.’
(This and above from Thomas Cahill: How the Irish Saved Civilisation)

There’s more, but enough said to highlight the meaning of today’s feast — God comes among
us as one of the poor and it’s in our own poverty that we best recognise his presence. This
isn’t a matter of riches but of how we possess them, how we allow ourselves to become gifts
for others. It’s a great process that may take a lifetime before it becomes not only second
nature but that first nature we once had with God. There’s plenty of room for guilt there, but
no need, Christ has carried that guilt for us and nailed it to the cross. The feast is ours for the
taking.
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