
LET US GO AND SEE
Christmas Eve 2019 David B. Keller
TEXT: Luke 2:15 “when the angels had left them and gone into heaven the shepherds said to one
another, ‘Let us go now to Bethlehem and see this thing that has taken place, which the Lord has
made known to us.’”
______________________________________________________________________________

Joan eased her car up to the cemetery gate, which was open.  She made a quick
visual inspection of the dirt lane to assess if it was driveable.  Apparently the lane had
been plowed but not well.  She saw tire tracks and skid marks in the punky snow and
decided she’d risk less if she walked.  She parked her car at the side of the entrance,
pulled on her mud boots, took the wreath and its stand out of the trunk, and began
making her way into the cemetery.  

She knew the way to her parents’ grave all too well.  Dad had been dead for over
a decade.  Mom had died just this past January.  She hadn’t been buried until May,
when the cemetery opened up.  At the grave, she tried pushing the wreath stand through
the snow and into some soil, but the ground was too frozen.  Her effort bent one of the
legs of the stand, and she said a word that immediately felt like it was disrespecting her
parents.  “Sorry, Mom,” she said, fully confident her mom heard the outburst and the
apology.  She chided herself for not bringing the wreath earlier.  Mom had always got
Dad’s wreath set up before Thanksgiving.  But that was Mom, always on top of things. 
But, Joan thought, she wasn’t her mother.  She’d never live up to her mother’s ability to
be effortlessly organized.  

After she hung the wreath on the stand and fussed a bit with the bow, she
stepped back and let herself remember.  Every time she went there, the memories were
strong.  This time, the memories mostly were of Christmases past.  As long as Joan
could remember, the family had gathered at her mother Alice’s home on Christmas
Eve.  Alice presented a carefully orchestrated feast, always the same menu, and
afterwards, family members exchanged gifts.  Then, around ten at night, Alice let
everyone know that she was going to be getting ready to go to her church’s late
Christmas Eve service. “I don’t care if you stay here or come with me or go home; but
I’m going,” she’d always say.   Most family members took it as a cue to head home. 
They’d all head out the door at the same time, Alice to church, everyone else to their
homes.  

Last year, the family had gathered at Alice’s for the last time.  Alice wasn’t
there; she was spending her final days in a nursing home.  But they’d worked hard to
organize the evening exactly as Alice would have had it.  The fine china, the fancy
flatware, the exact same menu, the presents after dinner.  The evening had been a sad
success.  Other than the very obvious absence of the queen of the evening, the only
thing different from past Christmas Eves was that no one had mentioned going to
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church.  

This year, the family would gather at Joan’s house, which was not far from
Alice’s home. Her sisters-in-law had offered to help, but the thought of organizing it
hung over Joan’s December like a brewing snowstorm.  So the memories were
deteriorating into a to-do list, which dissipated the emotions that had been stirred by
coming to the cemetery.  She stepped away from the grave and made her way back
down the lane.  

Back home, Joan came up with a plan to manage the dinner.  She wrote an email
to everyone.  “Dear family, I know this is not going to be an easy Christmas.  I’m glad
to be hosting, but I’d appreciate some help with the cooking.  Rather than insisting that
we follow Mom’s menu, I’ve laid out basic some categories below.  How about if you
reply with the item you’d like to bring?  I’ll bake the ham and fill in whatever is left.”
She then wrote the list: appetizer, potato, vegetables, salad, dessert.  Her hope was that
this approach would make it easier on everyone 
than forcing the family to stick with her mother’s recipes.  After all, what counted was
that they all got together, not what they ate, right?  

Not so fast.  What she offered as a helpful suggestion unleashed a barrage of
emails expressing intense opposition and equally intense support of her idea.  The first
to fire back was one of her sisters-in-law, Mark’s wife Nan.  “How could you so
casually discard Gram’s tradition?  Don’t you realize how much everything about this
night means to the grandkids?”  One of the grandkids took the bait and fired back, “If
you think my Christmas rises or falls on whether Gram’s creamed onions are served,
you really don’t know me.”  Then, another grandchild retorted, “Hey, I really would
miss the creamed onions.”  And so on.  It was awful.  Joan finally wrote, “Im sorry I
suggested opening up the menu.  If you want to bring the traditional foods, that’s fine. 
I just hope we can come together and enjoy each other.  Don’t you think that’s what
Mom would want most?”  

The email conflict abated, but the heavy weight of it hung around.  She spouted
off to Mike, her husband.  “What is wrong with my family?  Why make such a big deal
over a stupid menu?  I shouldn’t have volunteered to host the dinner in the first place.  I
knew it was a disaster waiting to happen.”   Mike was a quiet, wise man who was not
easily ruffled.  “They’re not upset about the menu.  They’re upset about Christmas
without your mother.  And so are you.  That’s the most important thing that no one can
say, so it has to be dealt with some other way.  The menu is how you all are handling
it.”  Joan knew he was right, but the truth of it left her regretting that no one knew how
to say what was really on their hearts.  
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Finally it was Christmas Eve.  One by one the families showed up.  Greetings
were congenial, but cautious.  No one wanted to restart the battle that had been waged
on email.  In the kitchen, where the food was being organized and reheated, people
expressed polite curiosity over the contributions, whether they were Gram’s traditional
or some new innovation.  Everything was pleasant, but in a safe, dishonest kind of way. 

Finally, everything was ready.  Everyone gathered around the table.  They were
about to sit down when Susan, Mark and Nan’s youngest, said, “Wait!”  “Wait for
what?” Joan asked.  “There isn’t a place for Gram,” Susan replied.  “Honey, Gram isn’t
here,” Nan said, gently.  “She’s not ever going to be here  again.  We talked about this.” 
“Yes she is!” Susan insisted.  “And you all know it!”  She ran into the kitchen, fetched
a chair, and pushed it in beside Joan.  William, Joan’s oldest, grown and on his own,
said “She’s right.  And acting like Gram isn’t here is what’s made us so testy with each
other.  He went to the kitchen, gathered up a place setting, and put it on the table in
front of the chair Susan had placed for Gram.  “William,” Joan said.  “The fork goes on
the left.  Didn’t your grandmother teach you anything?”  That broke the ice.  Suddenly
everyone was laughing, telling tales about how Alice was such a stickler for this or that. 
It was even acceptable to poke fun at the new and the old dishes on the table.  

After dinner, presents were opened, and mood stayed upbeat.  Around ten, Joan
said, “You know what?  I think I want to go to the Christmas Eve service.”   Mark’s
completing of the tradition elicited another round of laughter: “Do you mind if we go
or if we don’t?”  Joan got serious.  “I don’t think I do.  But I also think Mom did mind. 
I think it would have made her Christmas if we had all gone to church with her.”  Nan
said, “Well then, let’s.  All of us.”  Everyone looked at everyone else.  No one had been
planning to go, but now, no one wanted to be the one who didn’t go.  A few folks
gathered up the presents while others made the kitchen reasonably presentable.  Then
they piled into their cars and headed to Gram’s church, the church where Joan and
Mark and Richard had been brought up, the church where the services for both their
parents had been held, the church which otherwise had not been much a part of their
lives.   

There were enough of them to fill two pews.  A few of Alice’s friends
recognized them and came over to greet them.  There was much fussing about how the
grandchildren were all grown up.  It was a nice service.  Nothing spectacular, but it felt
good to be singing the carols.  Then came the time for the candlelight service.  People
walked to the front of the church to get a candle and light it from the Christ Candle in
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the Advent wreath.  Susan, who had insisted on setting a place at the dinner table for
her grandmother, took two candles.  She looked at the minister.  “Can I have one for
me and one for my Gram?” “Of course you can.”  Then he caught Nan’s eye.  “As long
as it’s okay with your mom.”  “It’s all right, honey,” Nan said, “but how about if I carry
it back to our pew?”  That was fine with Susan.  

Susan sat between Mark and Nan, and Nan gave her Gram’s candle.  Nan held
the hymnal close enough so Susan could see the words to “Silent Night.”  When the
singing stopped, everyone sat there in the candlelight and the silence, not wanting it to
end.   Then the lights came on, and people blew out their candles.  Susan blew out one
of hers, then looked at her mom.  “I don’t want to blow out Gram’s candle,” she said. 
“Honey,” Nan responded, “it’s just a candle.  But this is what we learned tonight: no
one can blow out Gram’s light.”  

At the door on the way out, the ushers held baskets for people to return their
candles.  Susan deposited one, then asked if she could keep the other.  “It’s for my
Gram,” she said.  “She came here every Christmas.”  “Yes, I know,” said the usher. 
“This used to be one of her many jobs.”  

And in that region there were people grieving, holding on to their loss by day
and by night.  Then an angel appeared to them, and disrupted their ideas of how things
were supposed to go, and they were upset.  But the angel said, “Do not be annoyed, or
stuck in the past, or frightened of letting go of your grief.  For behold, there is good
news coming your way.  All you have to do is be open to it.”  And the grievers said,
“Why don’t we go to a Christmas Eve service, and see if the good news proclaimed
there is good news for us?”   So they went with haste and found kindred spirits, and a
Presence that would not leave them, and a light to guide them on their way.  

As they were driving back home, Joan asked Mike if they could drive past the
cemetery.  They stopped at the entrance.  No way they would risk walking up the lane
in the dark.  But this was close enough.  They all got out of the car: Joan, Mike,
William and his wife.  For a while no one said anything.  Then Joan said, “Hey, Mom,
we finally got everyone to church on Christmas Eve.  You would have loved it.”  Mike
said, “And we got through a Christmas Eve dinner without you and without any life-
threatening injuries.”  William said, “It wasn’t the same without you, Gram.”  A pause. 
“But it was good.  In fact, it was great.”  With that, they all made a big huddle hug, and
as they drove home, they all yelled, “Merry Christmas!”  and William said, “to all, and
to all, a good night.”  


