
	
 I was walking on the first floor of Macy’s in downtown Pittsburgh, on my way to meet 
my wife in hosiery when I saw it.  It stopped me dead in my tracks.  There it was, the table 
display of the “go to gift for Mom” when I was a kid:  the Christmas pin.  Yes, those kitschy 
collections of Christmas wreaths, trees and snowmen made from colored glass are still made – 
and still cheap enough for a kid to buy.  They even still come in the red box I recall from my 
youth.
	
 I remember when I  started to grow out of the self-absorption stage of childhood and 
realized that I wasn’t the only person who was supposed to get presents at Christmas.  At that 
point, Mom or Dad would give me money to buy Christmas presents.  It was admittedly odd to 
take the money they gave me to buy them something with their own money as a present from 
me!
	
 I think, though, that buying your parents a present with their own money is a rite of 
passage.  It begins to sow the seeds of charity and looking beyond yourself.  As a teenager who 
made money from a paper route and as a church organist, I could nurture those seeds of charity 
and take delight in spending my own money on more meaningful gifts for Mom – like fuzzy 
slippers and Jean Naté bath beads.
	
 I still remember the year when I was in college and didn’t have time to shop until just a 
few days before Christmas.  Things were pretty picked over so I bought everyone in my family 
the gift everyone thinks of giving at Christmas:  fire extinguishers.  Laugh if you want, but a few 
months after Christmas my sister-in-law wrote me to tell me they had a little fire on top of the 
stove and my thoughtful Christmas gift saved the day.  I’m not making that up.
	
 Gift giving at Christmas is a topic that will conjure many stories, some funny and some 
touching.  I think that gift giving is an activity that parents can use to cultivate a generous spirit 
in their children.  Helping kids experience the adage, “it is better to give than receive,” develops 
persons of charity.  
	
 I have to wonder if our gift giving experiences when we are young contribute to our 
choice of profession.  I’m thinking of professions such as education and public safety where 
people give of themselves on a daily basis.  The commitment it takes to teach a child or enter a 
burning building to save a life goes well beyond the giving we do at holiday time.  It is a deep 
commitment that comes from a different place in the heart.  
	
 Interviewing candidates for teaching positions over the years has been interesting.   Truly 
great teachers are called to the profession.  They did not choose teaching but teaching chose 
them.  They beam when they talk about working with young people and try to express in words 
the deep longing they have to make a difference in young people’s lives.  The classroom is where 
they feel at home.  It is where they feel fulfilled.  No government regulation or standardized test 
can break that sacred bond between teacher and child.
	
 Some educators in Connecticut made the ultimate sacrifice for their students this past 
Friday.  They acted instinctively, drawing on those intangible, difficult to articulate qualities that 
motivated them to become educators and walk the daily road of building the lives of our youth.  
If they were here to ask why they did what they did, they would not be able to answer other than, 
“it was the right thing to do.”  They gave the greatest gift.
	
 As we approach the holiday break, let us not forget all the millions of people in our 
country, and those right here in our community, who have chosen a life of public service to give 
of themselves all year long.
	
 May you and your family experience the deep joy and abiding hope that are part of this 
holiday season.  Merry Christmas!
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