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			Introduction


			We started working on the story of our film Last Christmas about eight years before we filmed it. In a nutshell, it’s the story of a messed-up girl learning how to use her heart properly. It was a long process (it always is), trying to weave a storyline and into it knit important things we felt were darkening the world. Principally, we were witnessing a growing intolerance of ‘the Other’ – foreigners, refugees, the homeless, vulnerable minorities, the marginalised. One of us was born to a Central European mother of Jewish extraction, who found a safe haven in England before the outbreak of the Second World War; our son is a refugee from Rwanda; and, as everyone else in our country, we cannot help but be shocked by the rise in homelessness. 


			We were approached by Greg’s publishers, Quercus, to see if we were interested in putting together a book to tie in with the release of our film which could collate people’s personal memories of past Christmases and their hopes for future ones. And as truth is, indeed, stranger than fiction, the stories that arrived mirrored what we were trying to explore in our film – our suspicion is that this collection of writings, more than simply being amusing or touching about Christmas, shows that we are all essentially the same. This is by no means a new thought, but it is worth reminding ourselves that whether we are a refugee, a homeless person, a charity worker, a vicar, comedian, doctor, beautician, actor or journalist, we share the same hopes. Hopes that we often solely hang on this particular time of the year.


			Oddly, this book, based as it is on a religious festival, is more than anything a book about humanity.


			It must be a rare thing to have such a wide selection of participants from such a wide array of countries addressing a single day in the year. These stories come from Iraq, South Sudan, Myanmar, Vietnam, Palestine, East Africa, Syria, the UK, the US. Their authors range from a reverend, ‘for whom Christmas is part of the day job’, to a Bible-studying child brought up to believe that Christmas ‘was very wrong and something that would make God angry’, to a young Muslim girl in Britain desperate for a chocolate Advent calendar and fighting her parents’ view that ‘Christmas was a one-way ticket to damnation’.


			There are so many ways of experiencing Christmas. For some, mainly in the global South, Christmas brings with it the only new clothes or perhaps the only meat eaten that year and it is a time for genuine celebration. But many of the stories from the North are much less celebratory. They address the commercial, the cynical excess, the teaching our children of ‘desire and rampant gratification’. What perhaps connects all the stories is the idea that a birth 2000 years ago brought extraordinary change. The Christ Child brought hope, as all children inspire the same hope in their parents. That, though our own Christmases as children may have been ‘joy obliterated’, now we want our children to have ‘the dancing lunacy of Christmas joy, the comfort, the giddiness’.


			But the hopes for change are far more than just a parent’s wishes for a child. We see from Myanmar: ‘What does Christmas mean when you have been living in a camp your whole life? What does hope mean for the people who are not hearing Christmas carols but the sounds of guns and bombs, and every day is purely about survival?’ What hope can the Christ story bring to a persecuted Christian minority?


			In those writings we get a glimpse of the universal aspect of this ‘story of displacement, where Mary and Joseph are forced to leave home, and give birth in a strange place in a simple manger . . . Then, on the run from authoritarian rule, they become refugees.’


			The Christ birth story is our story. The marginalised, the dispossessed, the homeless and the refugees, are at the heart of this tale. ‘Christmas challenges each of us . . . to refuse to be ruled by fear and tribalism, to reach out and connect to those who are not like us and to give up our power, privilege and position.’


			Power, privilege and position can melt away surprisingly and horrifyingly easily, and we see just how delicate is the thread knitting us into our families and society – how easy it can be to find ourselves dispossessed, even in our own country – ‘I had a six-figure salary, two homes . . . I was invincible and never in my wildest nightmares could I have imagined that somewhere later in my life, I would be destined to become homeless.’ 


			There but for the grace of God go we . . .


			Christmas can embody the stark reality of one’s life – ‘My longest, loneliest days are during the Christmas period’. For those who have escaped persecution in another country, the pain of loss cannot be forgotten – ‘thoughts of Christmas being a family day return, I drown in sorrow and tears begin to roll down my cheeks’. For the homeless on our own streets – ‘Many guests walk in hunched up, cold, hungry and frightened. The centres allow our guests to step off the treadmill, sit down and re-evaluate their lives. When they leave, they look taller, smarter and their backs are straighter. They’ve had a haircut and had their nails cleaned. They feel ready to take on the world again.’


			It’s about the Care – to bring someone to a place where ‘it had taken almost fifty years but at last I truly understood what Christmas was all about’.


			It’s about Hope – that we can end people sleeping on the streets; to be able to spend ‘quality time with my family, being clean and sober and being able to enjoy and remember it’. 


			It’s about LOVE – ‘It’s free, the more you give the more you get back . . . and I’m told it’s available all year round.’


			That’s the thrust of all these writings – that the care, the hope, the love alongside all the fun, the family, the connection, the giving-and-receiving don’t need to be saved up for just one day of the year, but can be spread across the remaining 364 days. 


			The stories are arranged alphabetically by author (by first name) and we have placed a short biography of each con­tributor at the end of the book. Some people did not want to have their particulars included, as they are victims of abuse, or have had to flee as refugees in fear for their lives, and in those cases we have made up a brief biography to protect their true identities.


			It has been an extraordinary privilege to put this book together and to reach out to people who, in the main, are not writers, and ask them for their stories. We have entered into correspondence with amazing folk, from all corners of this world, with English as their second, if not third language, and over time helped them hone their offerings. We have tried, as much as possible, to retain the ‘voice’ of our contributors, not to become over-exercised with grammar, idiom, syntax, but rejoicing in another’s unique use of our language.


			We are eternally grateful to everyone who contributed – we know almost every one of them, or they are only one-degree-of-separation from us – either via a family member, friend or someone we have worked alongside. Our hope is that you will be able to see something of yourself within the covers of this book and may even be able to recognise your own story echoed in another’s words. Here, we are all the same.


			All the money earned from this book goes straight to charities helping refugees and the homeless, so an enormous thank you for your purchase.


			Greg Wise & Emma Thompson


			June 2019


		




		

			Adel Botterill


			Before I came to Crisis, I was so intoxicated every Christmas season that I was oblivious to what was happening in the world. I just switched off from everyone and everything. I lost myself in television soaps. The ad breaks in between – showing families celebrating together and all the presents you could buy – were torture. I hated everything about it. It got worse in the build-up to Christmas, so I kept on drinking . . . the more the better. My family never bothered me, and I didn’t hear anything from them, no contact at all. On Christmas Day itself I had no decorations up, and no Christmas lunch. It was just me, alcohol and the television.


			I lost my father at three months old and was in and out of care from the age of five. Then my mother remarried, and my stepfather was forever battering me and my brother. My mother was always in the refuges, always running away. I never knew how long I would be in any home or school and as soon as I made friends I would have to leave. That’s all I knew, just care, and looking after my little brother. By the age of eight, I was going on twenty-eight. 


			It was a horrible childhood, but somehow I managed to pull myself out of that. I grew up, got married young and had three beautiful children. After my marriage broke down, I remarried, which unfortunately didn’t work out well, and I fell into a cycle of abusive relationships. It was then that my drinking started and when I lost my brother to suicide when he was twenty-four, it went out of control. I didn’t care for myself and everything fell apart. I lost my family, my home, my freedom. My life was a cycle of homelessness, drinking and deteriorating health. I ended up in prison. 


			The only support I had from prison was through the chaplaincy, but this wasn’t always available. In my last week there, I wasn’t allowed to see the chaplain. It was just ‘off you go’, and that’s how I ended up on the streets again. They used to give people leaving the men’s prison a sleeping bag and a tent. I didn’t even get that. 


			I started using Crisis services when I had just started to get sober. I had been discharged from hospital having been admitted for liver failure. The staff said they didn’t know how I was still alive with the damage I had caused myself with drinking. Working with Crisis I was able to remain sober, get my own flat and rebuild relationships with one of my daughters, her wife and my grandchildren. 


			I began volunteering for Crisis at Christmas and it opened my eyes. What struck me was the number of homeless people left out there still without a shelter. I have been in prison at Christmas but being homeless at that time is worse. It’s horrific. Crisis at Christmas keeps people safe and gives them something to look forward to. The money raised there helps more people towards their first steps in ending their homelessness. 


			Christmas is a terrible time of the year for anybody who is homeless or has an addiction, and Crisis gives these people a chance to meet with those from their own and other communities. When we meet it is like our own special family. People feel included and it gives them a chance to feel like a real person who is not ignored. 


			This year I was asked to head up the Christmas Arts and Crafts work as the volunteer decorations co-ordinator. This gave me a sense of pride and involvement which is something I have not felt in many years. I had a purpose and for the first time I felt listened to.


			I hope that the people I’ve met at Crisis carry on there and that they’re able to get the help they need to set up a home and a solution to their addiction, to really improve their health. I hope that if I see the same faces next year, they will be telling me they’ve been able to put up their own Christmas trees in their own homes. That they are working on their own perfect Christmases.


			Nowadays Christmas for me is all about the excitement and the preparations, which includes choosing my own decorations and putting up my own tree in my own home. But more importantly it means spending quality time with my family, being clean and sober and being able to enjoy and remember it. I love seeing the enjoyment on my grandchildren’s faces. It’s a very special time for me.


			Everybody has their own vision of what a perfect Christmas should be. For some, it’s just about having a roof over one’s head. Ideally, we should not need Crisis at Christmas. Everyone should have a place to call home.


			[image: ]


		




		

			Aimee Mullins


			My childhood memories of Christmas Day itself are rife with the realities of not-uncommon family stress – parental marital tension, their financial anxieties, the hell (pun intended) of having to go to church in an outfit that required itchy stockings and patent-leather shoes. When I consider that I still get excited by the approach of each Christmas season, I realise that this flame I carry for a certain holiday spirit is rooted in memories of Christmas Eves spent at my Grammy’s house. 


			My mother is one of eleven children. Thanks to the rhythm method, the only Catholic church-approved mode of contraception, my grandmother was consistently pregnant for two decades. She had her last child the same month as her first child was having her first child. As a result, we took hand-me-downs to new heights! 


			My personal rejection of Catholicism notwithstanding, the failure of the rhythm method as effective birth control resulted in the overwhelmingly positive experience of growing up as part of a loving extended family. And although I have eight aunts who all took the last names of their husbands, when they gather together (as they so regularly do, for anything), they aren’t ‘The Mullinses’ or ‘The Simpsons’ or ‘The Greenes’ or ‘The Doyles’ or ‘The Meolis’ or ‘The Metzes’ or ‘The Dussingers’ or ‘The Scannells’ or ‘The Fallers’. No, our family is known by the sisters’ maiden name: The Anthonys. It’s a clan, but we’re not Scottish. It’s a gang, but we’re not city folk. It’s just a huge family, and nearly all live within fifteen minutes of my maternal grandparents’ house in Coplay, Pennsylvania. 


			As kids, we all saw each other multiple times per week. If my cousin Billy (six years my elder) had a violin recital on a Wednesday night, forty people would show up from our family alone. If my cousin Jason (twelve years my junior) had a Friday night basketball game, it was the same thing. When, at age eight, I played an urchin with no lines in Oliver! at the Civic Little Theatre, I had my own personal cheering section taking up most of the stalls. And, like many families that were cash-poor, they were sentiment-rich. The Anthonys bring it. 


			So on Christmas Eve every year, we would arrive at Grammy’s home, fashioned of local brick with mortar made from the cement factory where my grandfather worked for decades in the neighbouring, aptly named hamlet of Cementon. My grandfather had built the 1506-square-foot house with his own hands in the early 1950s. 


			The front porch proffered a straggle of freezing smokers as the first members of the family to be greeted with a hug and a kiss, as is Anthony family tradition. Stalwarts included my Uncle Jimmy who always seemed to be having the best time, both Uncle Bills, my Uncle Jack and the eldest of the sisters, Aunt Tina, widowed at twenty-six when she was a young mother of two. At some point during the evening, my mom would sneak out there for a half hour and maintain that she was ‘only talking!’ even though my brothers and I knew better, thanks to our allergies. 


			The kitchen was Command Centre for all the women, where Grammy Anthony held court. I now understand how tiny that kitchen actually was, but it always seemed to expand to hold whoever wanted to join the table, especially if you didn’t mind perching on someone’s knee or perching on the percher’s knee (nobody minded). This is the oval table upon which my grandmother, born in the US to Austrian immigrants, would stretch homemade phyllo dough to cover the entire table for her homemade apfelstrudel. This was the table around which, a week before, my grandmother and all the sisters and the two sisters-in-law and whichever cousins would join, gathered to make Christmas cookies en masse while listening to waltzes and polkas playing on the local radio station, interspersed with Nat King Cole and Eartha Kitt. In addition to the usual kinds of American cookies (chocolate chip, sugar), there were the nods to the old country: the ‘Nut Tassies’, and – my favourite – ‘Kipfels’, small rolled cookies combining a shortbread dough with a filling of either apricot or ‘lekvar’, a purée of prunes. (I pretended not to know about that prune fact when delighting in their deliciousness.) It was a kitchen where I watched my father, himself an immigrant from Ireland, stave off his own holiday hauntedness and homesickness by accepting a multitude of sisterly fingers pushing the latest round of baked hors d’oeuvres straight from the oven into his mouth. He would burn his tongue every time and go back for more, like all of us. 


			Thanks to Aunts Rosemary and Monica, there was always a daintily decorated tree in the living room next to the kitchen. The house had three small bedrooms: one used to pile winter coats on the bed, one for the flux of various cousins watching/walking out on It’s A Wonderful Life, and another for urgent, clandestine conversations plotting resolutions to teenage dramas. 


			And down some steep and narrow steps was what seemed to us kids a humungous basement echoing the footprint of the ground floor. It’s where we would head first, to drop off our myriad gifts for the family. There would be a wood fire blazing in the hearth, even though the collective body temperature already made it sweltering down there. There was a second, more pedestrian tree – the ‘kids’ tree’ – in this basement, around which all the best things happened on this night. It was a distant corner island buffeted by probably one hundred ribboned boxes and the like. ‘A hundred?!’ you say? Indeed. Usually the Anthony family were pros at making a little go a long way. A typical birthday celebration saw one homemade layer cake servicing the multitude of people who had birthdays that month, as we lit and relit the candles for each person’s ‘Happy Birthday’ serenade. But the necessary frugalities of the rest of the year were shelved at Christmas time, and the Anthonys pulled out all the stops. 


			Our family had a dizzying Christmas gift-giving structure: each family brought a present (usually food-based) for the other ten families. We went in with The Dussingers and gave every other family a cheesecake. The Metzes gifted German wine. The Simpsons handed out hampers teeming with breakfast croissants, bagels and homemade jams. Basically you were set for weeks of holiday eating and drinking, no matter what time of day or how many guests dropped in. 


			Each godchild brought presents for each of their godparents (an aunt and uncle in the family) and the godparents brought a present for their godchildren (my mom had three godchildren, so start counting the hours spent wrapping . . .). Each cousin had drawn a name from a hat at the previous Thanksgiving, which would be your ‘Pollyanna’, basically the recipient to your Secret Santa. Pollyanna gifts had to cost less than $20 and you, ahem, weren’t supposed to know whose you were. (Trades were inevitably made among the cousins to avoid the few lame-o bummers who gave thoughtless gifts.) 


			The adult couples also had Pollyannas (are you picturing just how many gifts we had to shop/wrap/haul from the car and nestle into this packed basement?). Lastly, each family brought something for my grandparents, and my grandparents had a Christmas envelope for each adult child and their spouse, and an envelope with a crisp new $10 bill in it for each grandchild, announced in descending order of age. This, from the pensions of a seamstress and a retired cement worker with nearly a dozen children, dozens of grandchildren and eventually dozens of great-grandchildren, not that there was any discerning between the latter two. I remember the anticipation of being called up in front of everybody for that envelope with my name on it carefully written in cursive, kissing both my grandparents, then tucking my loot into my father’s jacket breast pocket for safekeeping until later. 


			For dinner, you could help yourself to the pot-luck smorgasbord consisting of Uncle Terry’s roast beef, garlicky smoked ham with strong mustard, Aunt Lisa’s baked beans, krautknockerl (I just discovered in looking up the spelling of this Austrian caramelised-cabbage-and-pasta dish that it is in fact called ‘krautfleckerl’. We’ve apparently been using the wrong word for generations!), my mom’s scalloped potatoes, Aunt Geri’s barbecue chicken, Aunt Niecey’s pasta salad and, of course, those aforementioned cookies. Good luck trying to find a seat. 


			After most people had finished eating, sheet music was passed around, although we all knew the carols by heart. A new boyfriend or girlfriend ‘brought home’ that year – obviously no small milestone – was teased with an expectation of an a cappella carol performance. Uncle Greg donned a Santa hat and employed the younger kids to be his elves to hand out the presents, because the pile was too deep and the pande­monium too great to go unconducted. 


			Everyone claimed a small patch of carpet, or a knee, and stayed put as their presents came to them via a delivery toddler. When all the presents were out, Uncle Greg blew a little bugle, and the unwrapping began, feverishly for the kids, delicately for the aunts who would re-use the paper. The night would end with fathers having to find kids passed out in heaps, hoisting them over their shoulders and out into the first hours of a frosty Christmas morning to find the car. 


			The Anthony house was sold after the death of Grammy Anthony in 2013 (Grandpop died thirteen years earlier), and those raucous Christmas Eves don’t happen anymore. The aunts are their own matriarchs now, and like myself, my cousins have moved farther afield, and we all agree we don’t need any more ‘stuff’. 


			It was never about the stuff anyway; strip away the $10 envelope, the dangly Pollyanna earrings and the reams of colourful paper and ribbons, and the memory of Christmas Eve isn’t diminished in the slightest. That night was about feeling welcomed and loved, and being joyous with many people. 


			Last Christmas, the gifts my husband and I gave each other were without any wrapping: those of time slowed down, presence of mind . . . and a homemade fish pie that took all day to make and tasted like it too. 
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			Ashley Collishaw


			What does Christmas mean? 


			I grew up in a home where we didn’t really do God. It was always a bit of a surprise when my parents each Christmas morning would insist on the once-a-year church attendance, ‘to remind ourselves what it’s all about’. The parish church was simple, the service unfussy, but there was always a sense that somehow it mattered; there was a weight to it that I couldn’t explain. Perhaps that was the seed within me that grew into adult faith on the other side of teenage rebellion. 


			Now I find myself well into my second decade as a professional Christian, a ‘reverend’, for whom Christmas is part of the day job, and yet the weight of the season has never diminished. It still holds magic and meaning. 


			The strongest evidence points towards Jesus actually being born in the autumn. It was the early Christians who decided to locate the festival of Jesus’ birth in midwinter. A midwinter celebration was a theological choice in keeping with an understanding of God rooted in a Jewish mindset. 


			For the Romans the day ran from midnight to midnight, but for Jews it has always begun and ended at sundown, because the journey of life, and the work of God, in us and in creation, is constantly moving from the darkest point into the light. From winter to spring and onward. 


			Midwinter-Christmas tells me that God is always to be found where we currently are. No matter what we struggle with, no matter how dark we feel it is, God does not stand off until we are better people, until we are somehow worthy of his attention. He gets down in the crap with us. 


			God in Jesus is born in a stable, surrounded by the noise, muck and shit of real life, to an unmarried couple at the bottom of the social order, in a country under foreign occu­pation. Jesus blows away the idea that there is somehow a bright, clean, shiny sacred space for religious things to take place in, and a dirty, grubby everyday space for secular things that God won’t touch. In the darkest hour, he meets us in the midwinter, and in doing so he drives us into relationship and community. 


			All of us, whatever our beliefs, are capable of unimaginable acts of kindness. We are wired to have compassion, to be drawn to care for total strangers. When we are feeling secure we can extend our circle of compassion almost limitlessly. But we are also at times full of fear, and when fear takes hold we shrink back into the primitive instincts that say don’t trust anyone different from you, safety is only in people who are the same. In a world where the problem is often all about fear and tribalism the Christmas story is God driving in the opposite direction. 


			We sense this in a small way in our own Christmas celebrations. Creating spaces where moments and memories are made with friends and family. Times when we choose to be with, and bear with, to be generous with our attention to what connects us, and blind, at least for a while, to the irritating differences between us. 


			God, revealed in Jesus, is the one who constantly breaks through, who travels to be with us, setting aside everything he has in the process. This is the Christian rescue plan for a broken world, it is at the heart of the incarnation, to go to, and become like. To understand and appreciate enough of another’s world to bridge between them and us. God of the universe, omnipotent, omniscient, omnipresent, the ultimate ‘other’, choosing to connect with those who are not like him by setting aside his ‘rights’ as God. To become powerless, vulnerable and dependent upon those he created. To become frail flesh. 


			Christmas challenges each of us to do the same, to step out of our bubbles, to refuse to be ruled by fear and tribalism, to reach out and connect to those who are not like us and to give up our power, privilege and position to make it happen. And this is the final truth of Christmas, that God has chosen to partner with us to restore all things, nurturing love in us until it leaves no space for hate. 


			Almost all of us would agree that the world is not as it should be. There is incredible beauty and goodness, but there is also a lot that should not happen, and in our more honest moments most of us would admit we are not always all that we should be. So if there is something wrong, and there is a ‘good’ God what is he doing about it? Why doesn’t he fix it now, why doesn’t he just zap it? Why doesn’t he just rip it up and start again? 


			For me, the image of God that Christmas speaks of is of one who is committed to work with us, not overpower us. He doesn’t fix the world by zapping it, not by riding in with a conquering army to batter us into regime change. The Christmas story is of a God who is happy to start where we are, flawed and limited as we may be, a God who sees the promise we have, the potential in each of us to become what we were always meant to be, and he says, ‘That’s where I will start. I will commit to working with you, through you, in you.’ And one life at a time, one heart at a time, heal a broken world. 


			The meaning of Christmas is actually that God believes in us, in you and me. That there is good enough in all of us to change the world if we let him take a hold of us and give it life. 
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