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“I’ll Be Home for Christmas”: 
An Introduction

But it’s Christmas. 
Those three little words are almost irrefutable. Behind 

them is an appeal to an unspoken assumption: at Christmas, 
we can expect more from one another. At this time of year, we 
strive to be better.

No one expressed the lofty aspirations people have for 
the season more eloquently than Charles Dickens. Near the  
beginning of his immortal tale A Christmas Carol, we find 
Fred explaining to his uncle Scrooge why Christmas is 
unique:

[Christmas is] a kind, forgiving, charitable, 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, and to think of people below them as if they 
really were fellow- passengers to the grave.

Scrooge, of course, will have none of it. His dismissive retort 
to those who so cherish the season is well known: “Bah! Hum-
bug.” Yet, as almost everybody knows, a series of encounters 
with memorable ghosts famously changes his mind. More-
over, it was not only Scrooge who was affected. 
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1 John Chrysostom, Homilies VI against the Anomoeans 6.23, trans. Paul W. Harkins, in On  
the Incomprehensible Nature of God (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 
1984), 174.
2 See Timothy Larsen, “The Nineteenth Century,” in The Oxford Handbook of Christmas, 
ed. Timothy Larsen (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020), 35–50.

Dickens’ novel has left an indelible mark on the way peo-
ple think about Christmas. This is not to say that Christmas 
had not been observed before Dickens’ time; it most certainly 
was. Later in this book, we will discuss the development of 
the Christmas celebration. For now, we can simply point out 
that by the late 300s the feast of Christ’s birth was already 
becoming a major holy day for early Christians. It was called 
the “nativity,” from the Latin, nativitas, which means “birth.” 
In a homily delivered sometime between a.d. 386 and a.d. 
388, the ancient Christian preacher John Chrysostom calls it 
“the chief and mother of all holy days.”1 

Yet even though Christians saw it as an important day, it has 
not always been viewed as the major holiday and cultural event 
it is recognized as today. As we shall see at the end of this book, 
in the 1600s Christmas was even outlawed for a time both in 
England and in certain American colonies. Surprisingly, it was 
not atheists who opposed it, but certain self- professed Chris-
tians. By Dickens’ day, it was no longer illegal. Nonetheless, 
Dickens had an important role in transforming the day from 
an occasion of feasting to something more poignant.2

The Magic of Christmas

Today, Christmas is more than just another holiday. It is asso-
ciated with our deepest longings. This is often expressed in 
Christmas music. 

While some Christmas songs are just plain silly, many of 
the most memorable ones connect the day to matters closest 
to our hearts. Consider these familiar lines: 
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I’ll be home for Christmas 
If only in my dreams. (“I’ll Be Home For Christmas”)

I’m dreaming of a White Christmas 
Just like the ones I used to know. (“White Christmas”)

Christmas is associated with dreaming— and dreaming about 
things that are especially dear to us. At Christmastime our 
thoughts turn to our loved ones and to the notion of going 
home. 

Christmas is also associated with magic. No one, at least 
in my experience, speaks of Labor Day or New Year’s Day as 
“magical.” Christmas magic? Everyone has heard of that. 

There is also a sense that Christmas is a time to be grate-  
ful for what we have in the present. As the lyrics to one song  
put it:

Here we are as in olden days 
Happy golden days of yore
Faithful friends who are dear to us
Gather near to us once more. (“Have Yourself a Merry  

Little Christmas”)

The line about gathering with our friends “once more” is poi-
gnant. We are unsure how many future gatherings there will 
be with them. Someday the present will become the “golden 
days of yore.”

The True Meaning of Christmas

Our hopes for Christmas, however, are often set impossibly 
high. Given such expectations, it is not surprising that people 
often feel let down by the end of the season. There are many 
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reasons for this. For one thing, we measure our experiences of 
the present by our recollections of the past. Since our mem-
ories are often idealized, the Christmas of today can easily 
seem to pale in comparison to those of yesteryear. In addition, 
our hopes for Christmas are often deflated by discovering that 
stories of the “magic” of Christmas were made up or greatly 
exaggerated. This can lead to a kind of cynicism. Many con-
clude that Christmas is not, in the end, what it is cracked up 
to be. Maybe there can be no going home. 

Although there are some falsehoods about Christmas and 
its origins that I would like to set straight, my focus in this 
book is not primarily myth- busting. Instead, I will argue that 
Christmas can only be disappointing when its true mean-
ing is forgotten. I will show that when we understand what 
Christmas is really about, we can never be let down by it. As 
we will see, Christmas involves an invitation to a homecom-
ing that surpasses our deepest longings. The problem is most 
people do not know the Christmas story well enough. The 
purpose of key aspects of the Christmas celebration have 
often been forgotten.

Christmas as “Christ’s Mass”

Let us return for a moment to Dickens’ famous story about 
Scrooge. When Fred explains to his miserly uncle why Christ-
mas is so special, he begins with a key statement. Before 
talking about Christmas as a kind and charitable season, 
Scrooge’s nephew makes a vitally important observation. He 
says that “veneration” is to be given to Christmas “because 
of its sacred name and origin” (emphasis added). Dickens is 
subtle but his meaning is unmistakable. For Fred (and for 
Dickens), Christmas is sacred because, as its name reveals, it 
is about Christ. 
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For Dickens, this is the first reason Christmas is special. All 
the associations Fred makes with the season— its relationship 
to joy and good will— are anchored in the recognition that 
it is primarily about Jesus. This is why Fred does not simply 
say Christmas should be “celebrated”; for Fred, the day is to  
be “venerated.” 

Yet, as far as I can recall, I have never seen a television or 
movie version of Dickens’ book that includes this dimension 
of Fred’s explanation. This is profoundly troubling. By omit-
ting this detail, retellings of Dickens’ classic story hollow out 
his view of Christmas, reducing it to little more than a season 
of sentimentality. 

There is another element of Dickens’ story that is typically 
left out of adaptations of it. When Scrooge wakes up and 
discovers he has not missed Christmas, the now- converted 
man— who is introduced in the first chapter as a “covetous 
old sinner”— does something poignant. Before heading to 
Bob Cratchit’s house with gifts for Tiny Tim and his family, 
he has another priority. When Scrooge leaves his home, Dick-
ens says, “He went to church.” I do not remember ever seeing 
a depiction of Scrooge’s presence at a church service in movie 
versions of Dickens’ tale.

The last line of A Christmas Carol announces that Scrooge 
“knew how to keep Christmas well.” Dickens does not spell 
it out, but he surely knew that his audiences would con-  
nect going to church to observing Christmas rightly. For Dick-
ens, going to church was an essential aspect of Christmas. Just as 
there is no “Christmas” without Christ, there is also no Christmas 
without “Mass.” “Christmas” literally means “Christ’s Mass.” 
In the Church of England of Dickens’ day, it was not unusual 
for church services to be called “Mass,” a term many Anglicans 
still use today. For Dickens, Christmas would be incomplete 
apart from going to church. As we shall see, this is an idea that 
is deeply rooted in the Bible’s portrayal of Jesus’ birth.
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What Everyone Should Know about Christmas

This book is for people who want to deepen their experience  
of the Christmas season. As I will show, to find our way 
“home” at Christmas, we first need to return to Christmas’ 
home in the story of the Bible. Only by carefully reflecting 
on the stories of Jesus’ birth there can we hope to celebrate 
Christmas in the way it is meant to be celebrated. Only then 
can we discover the real joy it promises.

The last chapters of this book also explore the development 
of Christmas. Among other things, we will see the following:

• How Christmas came to be celebrated on December 25
• Why there are “Twelve Days” of Christmas 
• Saint Nicholas’ transformation into Santa Claus
• The symbolism that gave rise to the use of Christmas 

trees

At virtually every turn we will see how Christmas brings us 
back to the lessons taught in the Bible. 

Among other things, what we will discover is that the 
Christmas story emphasizes that God has sent us the Son to 
bring us into communion. The major players in the Gospel 
accounts of Jesus’ birth— Zechariah, Elizabeth, Mary, Joseph, 
the shepherds, and the magi— are more than “characters.” 
They are part of a family— the family of God— into which we 
are invited. 

To begin our discussion, let us focus on the word at the 
heart of Christmas: Christ. Why is Jesus called by this name? 
What does it tell us about him, and why is it important to the 
celebration of Christmas today? To answer these questions, 
we need to go back and read the stories about Jesus in their 
original context, namely, the first- century Jewish world.




