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nessed atheists weep in church at 
Christmas, it is because at some 
deep level, they know this is true.

They know that sacred beauty is a 
revelation of the Christ-child here 
on Earth.

As people filed from St Kevin’s, it 
was obvious they had experienced 
something extraordinary. There was 
no theology or sermonising, just 
scripture and song. Yet, in that 
 ethereal setting, this was nothing 
less than the sound of heaven.

Yesterday, it was the turn of my 
five-year-old as he performed in his 
first Christmas play. Even though I 
have attended many such events, I 
still can’t restrain the tears. While 
vastly different from Sunday’s carol 
service, it was no less moving.

As eager parents crammed the 
school hall, the choir sang a few 
Christmas favourites. Out of the 
blue, a young boy took the micro-
phone and sang the last verse of In 

The Bleak Midwinter: ‘What can I 
give him, poor as I am? If I were a 
shepherd I would bring him a lamb; 
if I were a wise man, I would do my 
part; yet what I can I give him: give 
him my heart.’ The purity of that 
gentle voice, and the sheer beauty of 
those sentiments, stunned us all. 

Yet more proof, if any were 
required, that this season belongs to 
children. Through them, sacred 
music finds its perfect expression.

If I often write about the abuse of 
children, it is because it counts as 
the greatest moral stain on the con-
science of any society. Looking back 
over 2013, I am crushed by the horror 

stories of people cruelly mistreating 
their young. As that boy sang, I re-
called Christ’s words: ‘See that you 
do not despise one of these little 
ones. I tell you, they have their an-
gels in Heaven, who look continually 
on the face of my heavenly father.’

Dressed as shepherds and wise 
kings, angels and Christmas shop-
pers, the junior infants suddenly ap-
peared on stage. It was the nativity 
play as it was meant to be per-
formed, by those who are not yet 
burdened by cynicism or disbelief. 
There they stood reciting their lines 
and singing their tunes as if for roy-
alty. 

W
E are in the 
bleak mid-
winter, with 
only days to go 
before the 
darkness 

begins to recede. It is a time 
of merriment as people party, 
shop and sing. For me, it is a 
time for savouring all those 
things that make life worth-
while.

On Sunday, our eldest assisted at 
an Advent carol service presided 
over by Papal Nuncio Charles Brown. 
It was late afternoon as the shadows 
began to fill St Kevin’s Church in 
Dublin. The lights in the splendidly 
restored sanctuary remained dim.

St Paul tells us that, in this life, ‘we 
see through a glass, darkly’. Only 
after we are released from the 
 shackles of mortality will we see 
‘face to face’. Sitting in that beauti-
ful setting, I realised Paul is only 
partially right. There are small aper-
tures in the fabric of time which 
enable us to peer into the beyond.

As the carols concluded, the lights 
suddenly flooded the sanctuary. In 
choir dress, my son held a torch 
behind the Nuncio as he performed 
the ancient rite of Benediction. 

In that moment, it was clear that 
our often wretched world can be 
redeemed.

Some 20 years before becoming 
Pope, Benedict XVI said: ‘The only 
really effective apologia for Christi-
anity comes down to two arguments, 
namely, the saints the Church has 
produced and the art which has 
grown in her womb.’ If I have wit-

This was a display of pure inno-
cence, a reminder of what parents 
need to foster, cherish and protect. 
My little boy belted out his solo, his 
father looked at his mother and we 
beamed like never before. For us, 
this was as good as Christmas gets.

In its purest form, there is nothing 
silly about this season. Neither is it 
simply a memorial of some ancient 
biblical narrative. If anything, it cuts 
to the core of life as it is meant to be 
lived. 

I
 
 
N the course of these dark 
days, I have been guided 
towards the light by my chil-
dren. In drawing me to St 
Kevin’s, our eldest reinforced 

my conviction that we humans can-
not live in the absence of beauty. In 
attempting to do so, we shall never 
see beyond that glass, darkly.

But beauty comes in many forms, 
and none more pure than the face of 
a child. Each little angel on stage in 
our school hall radiated an inner 
light that will shine so long as we let 
it. Christmas provides proof that in 
our children we can discover a path 
to eternity. 

We are in the bleak midwinter and 
yet the light is all around us. It 
beams from our churches where 
constant homage is paid to a tender 
child. It beams from our homes 
where parents are busy preparing 
for the imminent feast.

However, the most wondrous light 
of all radiates from the eyes of our 
little ones. 

Promising never to extinguish it 
would be the greatest gift we could 
give them this and every Christmas. 

Bleak midwinter 
is bathed in light 

from our children


