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I am a big fan of Garrison Keillor, and while I was preparing for this homily, I ran across a 
wonderful essay of his entitled “What I’m Giving you for Christmas” which was featured in the 
Land’s End Catalog in 19971.  I want to share the beginning of it with you, so here it is, in his 
own words: 
 
A few years ago, someone near and dear gave me a Polo shirt for Christmas, and I said thank 
you, of course, and put it on, and tried to look pleased, but what I was thinking was, 
“Burgundy?”  In my experience, burgundy shirts are worn by guys who smoke cigarillos, drive 
Buick LeSabres, sit in the dark corners of cocktail lounges and place large wagers on 
basketball games.  I’m more of a wheat type of person.  Wheat or antique blue.  But did I turn 
to the giver and say, “Sorry, I’m an English major and we don’t wear this color”?  No.  I put it in 
a special section of my closet where I keep never-to-be-worn clothes.  After the three-month-
Christmas-gift-cooling-off period required by law, I gave the shirt to a shelter for the homeless.  
I hope it’s being worn by someone, and yet I can imagine a homeless person being offered this 
shirt and saying to the volunteer, You wouldn’t have something in a pale green or aqua would 
you?  Just because you are homeless doesn’t mean you look good in burgundy.   
 
A Christmas gift represents somebody’s theory of who you are, or who they wish you were, 
and of course, we know how to handle the wildly inappropriate gift from a stranger, but what if 
you see yourself as a suave dude and a swift intellect and then one year your wife – your wife 
– gives you pair of singing undershorts that perform “O Tannenbaum” when you sit down and a 
battery-powered coin bank in which a little farmer picks up the coin in his pitchfork and hoists it 
into the silo?  That’s when you go through a sort of identity crisis.  You’d like to get a gift that 
aims high – Whitman’s Leaves of Grass, a ticket to Nepal,…instead here is a pair of bedroom 
slippers with lights in the toes so you can see your way to the bathroom at night, or a rubber 
ball on a paddle.  Not the thing an inquiring mind would spend a lot of time with. 
 
We are always reading each other wrong.  How many fathers and devoted family men have 
received from their children a bottle of sleazy cologne that smelled of musk and old cocktail 
lounges, a cologne you splash on your neck and you can almost hear Feelings being played 
on a synthesizer with a rhythm machine under a magenta spotlight?  And how many children 
have unwrapped a package that appeared to be a boxed set of CDs – they were excited, 
imagining it was the new Screaming Meemies Set or Road Kill or Our Gangrene – and they got 
the paper off, and found Bach’s Brandenburg Concertos with a picture of a geeky guy in a tux 
holding a stick in his hand, and they looked at their parents with a pitiful wan smile and 
thought, “Why are you giving me this?...” 
 
 

                                                
1 Garrison Keillor, “What I’m Giving You for Christmas,” Land’s End Catalog, 1997.  pp 32-35.  Available online: 

http://brecheen.org/cbrecheen/WhatImGivingYouForChristmas.htm  
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Christmas is a season of giving gifts, and Keillor’s timeless musings are born out of those all 
too familiar awkward moments that are all too close to home for so many of us.  But as 
Christmas is also the time when we in the church gather to celebrate and contemplate the 
great gift of a child given “unto us”, his words also offer a little food for thought when it comes 
to the “greatest gift ever given.”  First, there is his statement that “a Christmas gift represents 
somebody’s theory of who you are, or who they wish you were.”  Now our scriptures this 
morning say a lot about the nature of this gift we have been given:  

 
For a child has been born to us, a son given to us;  
authority rests upon his shoulders; and he is named 
Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God,   
Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.2   
 
My eyes have seen your salvation, which you have prepared in the presence of all peoples 
a light for revelation to the Gentiles  
and for glory to your people Israel.3 
 
This child is destined for the falling and the rising of many in Israel…4 
 
When the fullness of time had come, God sent his Son…in order to redeem those who 
were under the law, so that we might receive adoption as children.5 

 
Now if the gift of the incarnate Christ is indeed representative of the giver’s perspective on who 
we are or who they wish for us to be, then on hearing such words, we can either be awed that 
the Almighty God, Master and Creator of the Universe, holds us in high enough esteem to 
warrant such a gift, or dumbfounded that the divine giver is so out of touch with the reality of 
who we really are. 
 
And then I think of Keillor’s question, so poignantly placed on the mouths of babes, Why are 
you giving me this?   
 
When it comes to the Christ child, the answer is obvious.  And not a little bit frightening: God 
trusts us.  For good or ill, we have been entrusted with the gift of the Christ child, and all that 
that child represents.  In the gift of the incarnate Christ, God has placed the hope of the world 
in human hands, trusting that we will bear that light and that life in this world we call home. 
 
During a recent past Christmas season, one of our members (you know who you are!) 
distributed bookmarks with a quote from Baptist peacemaker Cam Watts that has continued to 
echo in my spirit ever since my first reading of it.  He said: 
 

In the somewhat frenzied aspects of the season, and wars and rumors of wars and 
pestilence and hope and despair and engaging the powers I keep a supporting image of 
God coming to us as individuals, or stepping into the midst of conflict, holding out a 
swaddled infant to us and saying, “Here, hold this for me, will you?” 

 

                                                
2 Isaiah 9:6 
3 Luke 2:30-32 
4 Luke 2:34 
5 Galatians 4:4-5 
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When I think of this image today, I can’t help wondering whether this is not the inaugural entry 
in the long list of all-time most wildly inappropriate Christmas gifts.  For who are we to receive 
the Christ child?  Who are we to nurture and carry the hope of the world?  And who are we to 
bear his life within our own?   
 
My prayer this Christmas is that God has not been reading us wrong in trusting us with this gift.  
And that like parents of a newborn, amazed that such a miracle of new life has been given into 
our care and safe-keeping – and wondering if we will be up to the task – that we will receive 
the gift of that trust with joy and thanksgiving, but also with intention and humility, knowing that 
the one who is born in us today carries our own inheritance as beloved children of God.  It is 
that promise that is our hope, and the hope of all the world.   
 
For a child has been born.   
 
Hope is here.   
 
And hope is now with us,  
swaddled in our hands  
and cradled in our hearts.   
 
May it be a gift that indeed keeps on giving.  Amen. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 


