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Fr. Curtis Miller   December 24-25, 2022  Christmas Homily 

The soldiers had been promised that the war would be over by Christmas.  It was not.  

Just a few short months before, when World War I broke out, it had seemed like an exciting 

adventure, a patriotic duty, to enlist and ship out to the front lines.  But soon, the harsh reality of 

trench warfare sunk in.  Already the war had settled into a stalemate, with soldiers on both sides 

locked into their positions, huddled in their muddy trenches, often only a few dozen yards away 

from the enemy lines.  Most of the time, it was boring, as the soldiers waited, hungry and cold, 

up to their ankles in wet mud.  Then, suddenly, the monotony would be broken by the shrill 

squeal of their officer’s whistles.  The soldiers would shoulder their rifles, hurl themselves up 

over the top of their trenches, and start running toward the enemy, across no-man’s-land, 

stumbling over barbed wire and shell craters.  All the while, the mechanized chatter of enemy 

machine guns mowed down comrades by the dozen on every side.  Next would come the 

shrieking artillery shells overhead, exploding to devastating effect.  Eventually, retreat was 

called, and the surviving soldiers had to struggle to get back to their trenches.  Next, it was the 

enemy’s turn to do the same thing.  And so, the deadly game continued, with nothing to show for 

it.  It has been said that war is Hell, and it would be fair to say that these men were living in Hell.   

The elderly Pope, St. Pius X, had condemned the buildup to war that summer, but he had 

died in late August.  He was succeeded by Pope Benedict XV, who called for a cessation of the 

conflict, pleading for even a temporary truce on Christmas, “That the guns may fall silent at least 

upon the night the angels sang.”  The leaders of both sides ignored him.  If anything, the higher 

command warned their troops to be on their guard against renewed attacks around the holidays. 

And so, on Christmas Eve 1914, when British soldiers saw strange lights glowing from 

the parapets of the German trenches, they steeled themselves for an assault.  Then, voices began 

to drift across no-man’s-land.  It was singing.  Across the crisp night air, the soldiers started to 

recognize the lyrics: “Stille Nacht,” “Silent Night.”  Some soldiers started to join in the singing, 

English harmonizing with German.  Looking through binoculars, they saw that the strange lights 

were actually German Tannenbaums, Christmas trees, illuminated by candles.   

On a normal day, to step out of the trenches was suicidal.  Yet soldiers from both sides 

began to climb out, unarmed, shouting, “Merry Christmas” across the lines.  Snow coated the 

frozen mud of no-man’s-land, covering the marks of war.  Cautiously, they approached each 

other.  Meeting in the middle, some shook hands, and agreed to a ceasefire the next day, 

Christmas Day.  They broke open care packages they had received from home and exchanged 

gifts: cigarettes and chocolate, bottles of champagne and links of sausage.  They sang Christmas 

carols together and kicked around soccer balls.   

Spontaneously and independently, up and down the lines, this scene was repeated by tens 

of thousands of soldiers.  The kings and kaisers, emperors and generals had refused the pope’s 

pleas for peace.  Yet the men in the trenches, inspired by some unseen power of God, lay down 

their weapons that night.  They held fire as Catholic Masses and Protestant services were held for 

Christmas.  Soldiers from both sides helped each other retrieve the remains of fallen comrades 

and give them decent burials.  For a moment, peace seemed possible.   
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Not everyone was happy with this turn of events.  Some officers were irritated to see their 

men fraternizing with the enemy.  One Austrian corporal, serving in a German regiment, refused 

to participate in the revelry, calling it disgusting and unpatriotic.  His name was Adolf Hitler.   

But for the majority of those who experienced the Christmas Truce of 1914, it was a 

welcome respite from war.  Even after Christmas, some soldiers refused to fight their newfound 

friends across the trenches.  Their commanders had to move many regiments to different 

locations on the lines, and drilled into them the message that the enemy soldiers were unhuman, 

brutal monsters.  Gradually, the gunfire and the death resumed.  Little was achieved by it all, 

except to set up the world for an every more devastating war in the future.   

 Those soldiers who stepped out of their trenches took a risk.  They made themselves 

vulnerable.  Vulnerability tears down walls, and it is upon the rubble of these walls that peace 

can be built.  Jesus Christ, the Son of God, came into this world as a weak, vulnerable baby.  He 

was still almighty God, with all His awesome power, yet He chose to come in a way that we 

would feel comfortable approaching Him to receive His mercy.  This vulnerability was not 

without risk.  Not everyone responded to Jesus’ arrival with “tidings of comfort and joy.”  King 

Herod, fearful of a usurper taking his power, ordered his soldiers to massacre the children of 

Bethlehem when he heard that a king of the Jews had been born there.  Mary and Joseph had to 

flee into Egypt with the baby Jesus.   

 Today, Jesus comes to us in a weak, humble way, appearing under the forms of bread and 

wine in the Eucharist.  He comes as that little Host, so that we can receive Him with humble love 

and joy.  Yet Jesus in the Eucharist is often treated with lukewarmness as we receive Him 

unthinkingly out of habit, or even treated with disrespect or disbelief.  Occasionally, Jesus is 

even treated with deliberate sacrilege, thrown onto the floor.  All too often we show this 

disrespect to Jesus in the way we treat one another, choosing not to recognize the image of God 

in each person as a beloved son or daughter of God.  May God have mercy on us.  He comes to 

us, so humble and weak.  Yet that weakness is His strength.  It is the strength of One who 

willingly opens Himself up to mistreatment like this, so that others might feel comfortable 

approaching Him to receive His mercy, to love Him, not out of fear, but out of recognition that 

He has first loved us, so much that He is willing to become vulnerable in our hands.  And when 

we have spent our disrespect and our indifference upon Him, still Jesus stands before us, inviting 

us to repent and receive the love He has come to give us, no matter what we have done.  That is 

the strength of the little Christ Child, Who has the power to inspire mortal enemies to lay down 

their weapons on frozen battlefields and approach each other in friendship.  It is the strength of 

the weak Infant of Bethlehem that gives us hope of reconciliation with God and with even our 

bitterest enemies, and even within our families and communities.  Because of Christ’s birth, all 

of these things are now possible.  And so it is right that we proclaim today, “Joy to the World” 

for Christ our Savior has been born.   


