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Gift-Giving (Advent IV) 
 
Since we have been so busy this year shipping out orders, I abandoned the idea of trying to prepare 
a typical Advent chapter talk. Instead, while watching label after label go on box after box and pallet 
after pallet roll out the door, I began thinking about the custom of gift-giving. There are several non-
liturgical or para-liturgical customs around Christmas that have been wide-spread for many 
centuries. They vary with cultures and have changed over time, but they continue to have a firm hold 
in many parts of the world.  
 
The critical-minded observer will point out that these customs, at least in our social context, have 
suffered from secularizing tendencies. Such things as Christmas trees and creches are often 
neutralized to avoid any signs of religiosity. Some traditional carols remain popular, but only for their 
melodies and not for their rich content. Commercialization distorts the season by beginning it much 
too soon, and the demand for gifts fuels what has become a profitable period of the year for many 
businesses. In the case of gift-giving, the resilience of this custom stands out even more this year 
during the pandemic: shopping and visiting are limited, so the postal system and delivery services 
are overwhelmed. 
 
How do we fit into this picture? Quite a few monasteries like ours make their living mostly from 
Christmas. Do we belong in such a market? Is there any witness value to it? Are we helping or 
hurting from the point of view of evangelization? 
 
No matter how eroded its meaning becomes in the ambient culture, Christmas and the customs 
around it remain anchored in Christ. In English he is part of the word we use for the day, and in other 
languages the name refers to his birth or to the holiness of the event. Short of abolishing Christmas 
from the calendar altogether, Jesus and the Incarnation remain at the center, for some filling the 
customs with meaning, for others, haunting them, so to speak. 
 
Historians point out that gift-giving around the time of the new year probably pre-dated the 
Christians' adoption of the practice, but after so many centuries the gift-giving is inseparable from 
Christmas. Since its roots are cultural rather than doctrinal or liturgical, the meanings assigned to the 
practice can be multiple. Christ himself is the great Gift from on high, coming to us and bearing gifts 
of grace. Or the act of giving can function somewhat like almsgiving: an act of devotion or a gesture 
to signify a turn away from selfishness toward charity. Or the gifts can be seen in the light of 
Epiphany, each small gift echoing the gifts of the Magi. At bottom it has to do with gratuity. If the 
giver is under any obligation or if the receiver has some claim or right to it, it is not a gift. The fact of 
giving something freely, no matter how small, is a step in the direction of charity and love. Perhaps a 
gift can win over someone who's heart has grown cold. Any real gift is somehow a channel or at 
least a sign of grace. 
 
True, gift-giving can be a fraught custom. People of little means can feel marginalized. Less sincere 
givers can be manipulative, so people sometimes feel gifts come with strings attached. Not having 
anyone with whom to exchange gifts can accentuate the loneliness many people experience this 
time of year. 
 



So, as we are sending out gifts for people, the whole spectrum of these possibilities passes through 
our hands. At best we are witnessing an act of love or a gesture of reconciliation. At worst we are 
helping someone with their calculated PR strategy. Perhaps a portion of the gifts are given with 
indifference by way of complying with a strong cultural practice. 
 
Still, no matter the scenario behind the gift, the fact that it is being given at Christmas means it is still 
a Christ-centered practice, as faint as the echo of faith may be. Any gift, if it is in fact a gift, is an 
opening to gratuity and an invitation into the dimension of gratuity and therefore grace. Anyone 
giving a gift this time of year is reenacting the gesture of the Magi. They brought gifts because they 
opened their hearts to something new and transcendent. They brought gifts as an act of adoration. 
These deeper meanings may seem distant or they may seem to be drowned out by busyness and 
noise, but they are still there. 
 


