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Recently, one of our parish teens asked me, “What is the one gift you always wanted and never 
got?” And in that light-hearted conversation, I didn’t really give her a straight answer. I told her that I 
always wanted a monkey. Now, before any families in the parish generously chip-in and purchase a monkey 
for their pastor, let me explain that I was a child when that seemed like a good idea. I don’t regard it as 
such now.  

But back to the question that was posed to me: “What is the one gift you always wanted and never 
got?” As children, we tend to be satisfied with tangible things. It was certainly true for me as a child. And 
for some adults, the things we want might merely be grownup versions of the things we wanted as children 
(big-screen TVs, a virtual-reality lens, a nice car). Or as parents, the thing we want might be the 
satisfaction of seeing our children get the things they want. But for most of us, as we get older—as our 
perspective of self and the world around us changes—our wants tend to change, but for sure we still are 
left wanting. But think of how many times we’ve hear that question in recent weeks, as the Christmas 
season looms upon us: “What is it you want?”  We asked the same question last year and we’ll ask it again 
next year. It shows that our wants are never fulfilled.  

 
Just as I did with the teen who posed the question to me, we tend to evade the truthful response to 

that question. The fact is, the real answers, the honest answers to that question would likely require baring 
our souls in a way that most of don’t want to, even to ourselves, much less another person.  

And for most of us, if we’ve allowed ourselves to explore that question—what is it I want—and been 
honest, the answers are probably not all that different from one person to another. For example, we want 
to know that we’ll always be loved, that there will be someone who cares about us. To feel secure—not 
merely financially, but in terms of the things around me, the things that affect my life. To not suffer. To not 
feel trapped in anxiety or never having enough time. To not feel helpless to the problems of suffering 
around me, especially as it relates to my loved ones. To be secure knowing that we won’t be trapped in 
loneliness. To not have the people in my life die. To know that there’s meaning to our lives and in how we 
live them, something beyond life on its surface. 
 

And of course, these most basic of human longings are what this celebration is about. The answer 
to all those wants and to the fears that are woven into them are found in a baby, odd as it surely seems. 
How can that be? We’re blessed here at St. Joseph with a lot of babies, beautiful babies. But this baby, 
Jesus, has a special identity—he is Emmanuel, meaning ‘God is with us’.  

Emmanuel means God chose to take on our human flesh, to bring us to a higher state of existence. 
Rather than merely waving a magic wand from afar, he chose to transform it from within. This baby whose 
birth we celebrate today would grow up to proclaim a beautiful Kingdom and to point the way to it, to bring 
love and healing where there was sickness and pain, to show us what the human person was always 
intended to be, and is still called to be.  

And to the extent that we can trust enough to become that, it will pull us out of the fears that 
lingers in our hearts. To the extent that we follow him, give ourselves over to the way he lived, and calls us 
to live, it will eventually lead us to the things we’ve always wanted, even if we aren’t truly aware of what 
our hearts really want, filling us up in a way that mere things never provide. What we gather here to 
celebrate every year on Christmas Day serves to remind us of this: why he came and what it calls us to. 
 

To be clear, this celebration is not an end or a stand-alone event. It calls us to a new way of living, 
allowing our lives to change. We don’t just celebrate the fact that God was born unto us as a tender infant, 
because ultimately the manger becomes mere sentimentality and means precious little, if we aren’t 
prepared to let him lead us to the cross. The power of the infant born in the dark of night, surrounded by 
Joseph, his mother Mary, and shepherds who behold him in amazement—it only has meaning if it compels 
us to accompany the adult Jesus, to confront the realities that stifle human flourishing, true happiness—
wondering if we’re truly loved, feeling insecure, overwhelmed with anxiety, feeling helpless while loved 
ones suffer, lost in loneliness and fearing death. It’s in him that we find our way beyond all that. 
 So even if you are so blessed that those who love you give you a monkey, or whatever thing you’ve 
convinced yourself is the one thing that is keeping you from being fully content and happy, know that 
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there’s something more for which your heart truly aches. And the baby wrapped in swaddling clothes, born 
in poverty, in the humblest of settings—he came to bring it to us. May this experience of Jesus, born unto 
us, open your heart to him in a new way, with a fresh set of eyes. And may that be the beginning of 
leading you/us to the real answer to the question: “What is the one gift you always wanted and never got?” 
Jesus Christ is born so that it may be ours. 


