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THE CHRISTMAS BARREL
Judy A. Johnson

My mother stored Christmas decorations in a large
barrel in a corner of the basement. Waiting until
after Advent to decorate wasn’t a part of our tradi-
tion. Instead, on an early December weekend, she
would “walk” the barrel up the stairs and into the
living room and begin unearthing its contents:
both the tawdry and the treasures.

At some point while unpacking the barrel, [ would
uncover a beloved decoration, perhaps the match-
ing hurricane lamps, that I'd forgotten during the
course of a busy year. I'd hold it up and
inhale in wonder: “I remember this!”

No snob, Mom made little distinction
between German glass ornaments and
tiny craft pompom teddy bears in colors
no selfrespecting bear would have allowed.
After a certain age, | began quietly rolling
my eyes at the kitsch, but she clearly
loved the ornaments that friends and family made
for her. I considered them undignified; they
“cheapened” the look I wanted.

Each year when the tree was completed, Mom
pronounced it the prettiest ever, regardless of the
number of homemade ornaments hanging on it.
Rather than being immaculately designed, my
mother's Christmas trees resembled Amish quilts,
proclaiming by a deliberate error that God alone
created perfect work.

[ think that the Christmas barrel may be my new
metaphor for this time of year. Much about this
holiday season is certainly mere tinsel, none the

better for having been available in stores since
before Halloween. The traditions and the music
are familiar, sometimes lifelong, easily underval-
ued memories. Yet occasionally a forgotten treas-
ure emerges. “Ah,” I say, dazzled once more by
the shimmer of holiday lights in the snow or the
majesty of Handel’s Messiah, “I remember how
much I love this.”

The Christmas barrel may also serve as a symbol
for iy own life a§1 review the year. Tacky

incidents, such as having my purse
stolen, are best passed over quickly, I
think. I'd rather forget about those
kinds of experiences, just as I'd have
preferred a tree without handcrafted or-
naments. However, the trials have some-
thing to teach me, some grace to impart
as | consider them closely.

Among my Christmas decorations I now cherish
some teddy bear pompom ornaments Mom made.
I am slowly trying to accept whatever oddities
come out of the Christmas barrel of my life, to re-
lax a bit more with all the seemingly incongruous
details. Advent calls us to examine our lives, to
reclaim all the incidents, not to dismiss them
because they don’t follow our aesthetic. We are
asked to seek buried treasure in the everyday holy
events. Something special as common as a stable
and as extraordinary as a star is about to occur.
The light we have been steadily losing will shine
on us again; the Sun of Righteousness will

arise to illumine our darkness.
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