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 Lately I’ve caught myself thinking about a lady named Sarah, a parishioner of mine back when I was the 
rector of a small church in the Low Country of South Carolina.  That Sarah would come to mind now may be 
due, in large part, to the fact that I will always and forever associate her with Christmas Eve.   

Sarah was a real character – larger than life, beyond eccentric – and I liked her immensely. She lived on the 
other side of town and owned the local auto junk yard.  Her home, set in the middle of the junk yard, was a 
series of huts that looked like chicken coops.  In fact, I presume the huts were chicken coops because 
everywhere one looked there were chickens running loose.  I never quite understood how Sarah made a 
living.  As far as I could tell junk would come into her junkyard regularly, but nothing ever seemed to go out.  
And yet, she did not appear to be destitute.      

Physically, Sarah was no bigger than a minute – less than five feet tall, with long straight hair which she 
always kept tied back and stuffed under a trucker’s hat.  I assumed she was in her late sixties when I first met 
her, but that kind of thing is sometimes hard to tell. Her hands and face were deeply wrinkled from the sun 
and from labor, yet she was extremely fit and bright-eyed. She chopped her own wood, caught her own fish, 
and hunted deer and turkey in the swamp.   

Sarah was a widow, but she had three sons – all auto mechanics.  Sarah loved her boys.  One lived on the 
other end of the junkyard - his name was Clarence - and the other two, Frank and Joe, were married and 
lived out in the county.  All three could fix anything.  They visited their mother regularly. 

On Sundays, Sarah attended the early service.  She would typically arrive in a multicolored, Ford pickup truck 
– complete with gun rack and guns (“loaded,” she told me once), but the truck changed a bit in appearance 
over the years.  When a fender or a side panel fell off, she would haul a new one out of the junk yard and get 
one of the boys to tack-weld it on.  Sarah always wore a dress to church – usually made from tapestry 
material - and she wore construction boots on her feet.  She had her own sense of style. 

Sarah, surprisingly enough to me, was a devoted member of the parish altar guild.  She loved the altar guild.  
I was never quite sure how she got on it though.  The congregation, while moderate in size, was filled with 
some pretty well-heeled Episcopalians and the altar guild was staffed by a prim and proper contingent.  I just 
figured that one day Sarah marched to the sacristy and told the ladies that she wanted to be a member, and 
being afraid to argue with her, they just said, “sure.”    

The most poignant experience I had with Sarah occurred one Christmas Eve at church – a  memory that is 
both pleasant and terrible at the same time.  The midnight service had ended and it was around 1:30 a.m.  
Everyone had gone home.  Sarah was finishing up in the sacristy and I was turning off lights and locking 
doors.  Sarah was the only altar guild member willing to work so late on Christmas Eve.  After a few minutes 
we left the church by the side door and stood together for a moment in the cold air, watching the moonlight 
bathing the church yard through the live oak branches.  The world was beautiful.  There was absolute 
stillness in town - everyone had long since gone to bed.  “Preacher,” Sarah said, “God is in the air tonight.”  
Then she walked over and hugged me and wished me Merry Christmas.  I wished her the same and then we 
left the church yard.  Sarah drove off in her pickup and I walked home to the rectory.   
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When I got home the house was dark and quiet – even Santa had come and gone.  One of the truly special 
moments in the life of a parish priest is when Christmas Eve services are over and one is just about to put 
ones head down on the pillow for some sleep.  I had just gotten into bed and closed my eyes when suddenly 
the phone rang.  Shocked by the sound, I sprang across the room to answer it.  Who in the world could this 
be? It was Sarah and she sounded upset.  She explained slowly and painfully that she had arrived home to 
learn that her youngest son, Joe, had been tragically killed.  He’d been drinking, flipped his tractor and gotten 
pinned underneath.  Sarah told me all the details. She was holding it together; she was a tough lady.  But, her 
voice was breaking.  “Sarah, I’ll be right over,”  I told her. 

 “No, no,” she said.  “It’s too late.  You need to get some sleep.  The other boys and I are going to sit up and 
talk a bit and then we’ll get some sleep too.  I’ll call you on Monday.” And then she hung up. 

Never have I known the quietude of an evening so shattered. Unable to sleep, I tossed and turned for hours 
struggling to understand why such a terrible thing had to happen to such a special person - and on Christmas 
Eve, for heaven’s sake?    

Four days after Christmas, we buried Joe. After the service Sarah came up to me and gave me a hug.  She was 
tearful.  Frank and Clarence were by her side.  “Preacher,” she said. “If he had to die, I’m just glad that it 
happened on a night as special as Christmas Eve, a night when God was in the air.”  We hugged some more.  
And then Sarah turned and with her boys got in to her truck and drove back to the junkyard. 

For many of us, our celebration of Christmas will have a fairy tale quality to it.  I’m not sure that that is really 
such a bad thing.  As T.S. Eliot once said, “Human kind cannot bear very much reality.”  And yet, the real 
power and beauty of Christmas has never been the fairy tale part of it at all.  To proclaim Emmanuel—God 
with us—is not to speak some sweet sentiment, but to sound out our conviction about our experience of God 
as the one who comes down into the bone and sinew of it all - as the one who comes to dwell completely in 
every aspect of human life – even and especially the dark parts.  For heaven is always most powerfully 
heaven, most perfectly revealed, when it is found and affirmed in the depths of hell.  

I am certain that at Christmas God comes for the sake of all of us.  But I am equally certain that God comes 
especially to the people who are suffering and dying in a place like Aleppo, or to the homeless on our city 
streets, the grieving, the deported, the silenced, the fearful, the childless parent, and to Sarah that night.  I 
believe this is what Christmas is ultimately about.  In the birth of Jesus, joy joins with human pain and 
overcomes it with love.  And the very realities that we are unable to bear, God is willing to bear with us.  This 
is the essence of the hope that sustains me, when I remember Sarah at Christmas time.    

Noel, 

+Holly 

 
 


