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Love is the best 
Christmas gift 
– but it can’t be 
found in shops
I

t is a time of year when 
the soul should be at 
peace. the endlessly 
dark days are banished 
by lights that shine from 
every window. And  

yet, so many of us have  
never been more stressed  
or anxious.

Anxiety levels seem to peak as we 
enter the last lap before the great 
feast. Already, I have witnessed road 
rage, people shouting and numerous 
acts of aggression in shops and su-
permarkets. It is as though Christ-
mas is causing us to become the very 
thing we should not be in this season 
of love.

Invariably, there is a certain degree 
of stress in advance of Christmas. 
Gifts must be bought, the pantry 
stocked and the house decorated. 
Most importantly, everything must 
be right for the sake of the children.

As a father who adores Christmas, I 
understand why we get ourselves into 
such a panic. the fear that you have 
forgotten something, the terror that 
Santa may not arrive on time, the Na-
tivity plays and carol service, all take 
their inevitable toll. the question 
then is not how you can avoid stress, 
but simply how can it be reduced.

Every year, I meet people waiting to 
be checked out of the local supermar-
ket, their trolleys resembling a verita-
ble food mountain. the conversation 
is always the same: ‘Crazy, isn’t it? All 
this just for one day! I think we’re all 
mad.’ 

the people who say that to me are 
not mad. they are simply stocking up 
so their families will have a great 
Christmas. Some condemn it as 
greed, but I say it is generosity with-
out measure.

that said, if it causes you anxiety or 
stress or makes you irritable, the 
good simply drains away. For what is 
Christmas if not a time to smile, to 
think well of your neighbour, and to 
take it easy? In the words of Scrooge’s 
nephew, it is ‘a kind, forgiving, chari-
table, pleasant time; the only time I 
know of, in the long calendar of the 
year, when men and women seem by 
one consent to open their shut-up 
hearts freely’.

that, at least, is how it should be. 
And it can be like that if we are mind-
ful of what it is that we are celebrat-
ing. However, living in a post-religious 
society, we often struggle to find 
meaning in sacred things.

the other day, our middle son 
asked: ‘Why do we give presents at 
Christmas?’ there is no good answer 
to that when Christmas is drained of 
its spiritual significance. When we 
take the child from the crib, we lose 
sight of the fact that this is the birth-
day of someone who taught that love 
is the only law.

We give presents because that is the 
great invitation which issues from the 
crib. A child is born, a child who asks 
us to love our neighbours as our-
selves. And so we commemorate His 
birth by displaying affection and 
goodwill.

take that away and you empty 
Christmas of its wonder. It is then 
that stress takes hold and you begin 
to ask if it is worth all the trouble. 
You begin to think that we are all 
mad.

the real beauty of Christmas is that 
it allows us to find meaning in simple 
and humble things. the Magi were 
led to a stable where they presented 
the child with gifts of gold. We should 
give likewise, but this does not mean 
we should lose sight of the stable.

the stable was home to a family. In 
the end, family is all that matters as 
we journey towards the best day of 
the year. Keep them in mind and you 
will find less reason to worry. 

the stable offered refuge to shep-
herds and kings. Hospitality is the 
crowning gift of Christmas. It doesn’t 
matter where you live, for the only 
thing that counts is that your guests 
feel at home.

the stable is a reminder, not only of 
what we are celebrating, but of the 
necessity to stay grounded. Making 
time for others in the midst of the 
mayhem is a precious thing. Stopping 
to chat, even for a few minutes, may 
make someone’s Christmas. 

We rush here and there. We fly in 
and out of shops as if the country 
were facing an emergency. And then, 
by Christmas Day, we are exhausted, 
agitated and unable to cope. 

W
 
 
E are, of course, just 
doing our best to 
make this a special 
time for our families 
and friends. Deep 

down, however, we don’t want all the 
fuss and frenzy. We don’t want to be 
standing for hours in line supporting 
a food mountain.

Deep down, we simply long to light 
a fire, dim the lamps, play some sea-
sonal music and pour a glass. We long 
to tell stories, reflect on the year that 
was and make merry with the little 
ones. We long for life in the stable, a 
place where time ticks slowly and 
where the pulse never seems to race.

We long to simply be ourselves, to 
be free of stress and radiant with life. 
We desperately long for that and it is 
something that Christmas promises 
to each of us if we would just slow 
down.

A child is born who gives us the pre-
cious gift of love. It really is the only 
present worth having at Christmas, 
but where in the shops can it be 
bought?

Nurse ‘used job to order 
crystal meth ingredients’
A nurse has appeared before a 
disciplinary tribunal accused of 
possessing the illegal drug crys-
tal methamphetamine.

John Benedict Butalid de Lara, 
45, is also facing an allegation of 
ordering sudafed using the 
names of other colleagues. 
sudafed contains pseudoephe-
drine, an ingredient used in the 
making of crystal meth.

Mr de Lara, a staff nurse at the 
royal Hospital Donnybrook, Dub-
lin, from 2003 until 2014, is facing 
the allegations at a nursing board 
tribunal in Dublin.

The inquiry yesterday heard Mr 
de Lara was arrested by gardaí 
on March 31, 2014, following a 
search of a flat in Marlborough 
road, Donnybrook. 

During the search, Mr de Lara 
arrived and put a bag into his 

mouth. He later spat out the bag 
at the request of a garda, the 
inquiry heard. The substance was 
identified as just over 2.4 
grammes of crystal meth.

He was charged with possession 
of methamphetamine and imped-
ing a garda. At the district court 
the charges were dismissed after 
he paid €1,000 to charity.

At the nursing board inquiry 
yesterday it was alleged that on 
three occasions Mr de Lara 
ordered packets of sudafed 
through the hospital pharmacy 
using the names of staff members 
without their knowledge. 

His barrister yesterday said his 
client admitted as to fact the alle-
gations in the district court.

At the nursing inquiry Mr de 

Lara, of Ballyfermot, denies other 
allegations including those relat-
ing to the ordering of sudafed.

Garda eoghan Byrne, of Donny-
brook station, told the inquiry 
crystal meth was an ‘extremely 
rare substance’ in Dublin.

Olivia sinclair, who was nursing 
manager of the hospital at the 
time, told the inquiry that after 
everything came to light ‘the 
hospital just couldn’t trust John 
de Lara going forward’.

she said the situation about the 
sudafed was ‘very sinister’ espe-
cially as, she said, Mr de Lara did 
not tell the hospital about the 
Garda investigation.

The royal Hospital Donnybrook 
provides rehabilitation services 
primarily for the elderly.

The inquiry is due to continue in 
February.
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