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FAMILY RESEMBLANCE 
A Homily by the Rev. Dr. Arthur M. Suggs 

Preached on Christmas Eve, Thursday, December 24, 2015 

 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 

Let’s Invite Adam and Eve to the Party 

Welcome and a merry Christmas to you all!  

And a special welcome to any and all who are 

visiting with us, especially those who have 

come from afar.   

In addition to all of you who are here this 

evening, there’s one other couple I would like 

to invite.  They’re a bit unusual, not generally 

invited to Christmas parties.  The couple is 

Adam and Eve.   

“And God made the beasts of the 

earth according to their kinds and the 

cattle according to their kinds, and 

everything that creeps upon the 

ground according to its kind.  And 

God saw that it was good.   

Then God said, ‘Let us make man in 

our image, after our likeness; and let 

them have dominion over the fish of 

the sea, and over the birds of the air, 

and over the cattle, and over all the 

earth, and over every creeping thing 

that creeps upon the earth.’   

"So God created man in his own 

image, in the image of God he created 

him; male and female he created 

them.  And God blessed them, and 

God said to them, ‘Be fruitful and 

multiply.” . . . And God saw 

everything that he had made, and 

behold, it was very good.  And there 

was evening and there was morning, 

a sixth day.”  — Genesis 1:25-38, 31. 

Man in this context is “ha adam” from the 

Hebrew, meaning “the human,” as yet 

without any distinction whatsoever.  But then 

the very first distinction is made in the next 

phrase.  From “ha adam” God makes “ish” 

and “ishah,” the man and the woman, the 

male and the female.  The male human he 

named Adam, and the woman he named Eve, 

which is an ancient Semitic name with the 

root meaning of “life.”  Very fitting for the 

mother of all living humans.   

The Primordial Truth in Adam and Eve 

So Adam and Eve are welcome here tonight 

because they remind us of the primordial 

truth that is at stake in what came to pass in 

the time of Caesar Augustus on the edge of a 

certain Palestinian town.  That primordial 

truth is that the first couple bear for and with 

all of us the image and likeness of God.   

That image, of course, is exactly what we are 

invited to imagine in this birth story of a baby 

in the straw, on the margin of empire.  Most 

people don’t find it particularly difficult to 

see something divine in the image of a 

newborn, whether it’s the innocence, the 

softness, the gentleness, or that towering 

sense of potential, of what the babe might 

become or the sheer, unutterable mystery of 

it.   

But by the time the face of infancy has 

become the face of adulthood, it usually 

shows the scars of struggle, some marks of 

lost innocence, the memory of one or two or 
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maybe a dozen big mistakes.  For most of us 

it seems to become steadily more difficult to 

see the family resemblance to the great 

mystery or to imagine any such thing as a 

likeness to the divine.  But what people were 

somehow able to see in the adult that the baby 

became was an astonishingly undistorted 

resemblance to the goodness that gave birth 

to everything.   

What People Heard in the Voice of Jesus 

What people were able to hear in that 

ordinary adult voice when it said, “Blessed 

are you poor” or “Your faith has made you 

well” or “You are forgiven” or even, “Today 

you will be with me in paradise” was an echo 

of the voice that had said back at the 

beginning of time that all of creation “was 

very good.”   

What people felt rising within themselves 

when they were with Jesus was some sense of 

who they could be or were meant to be all 

along or who they wanted to be.  They felt the 

sense of their belonging to everything and 

everyone, of being connected to everything 

and everyone.  What they saw in the person 

that baby grew up to be was a reflection of 

their own human face and the unmistakable 

family resemblance.   

The image and likeness of the great and holy 

and towering mystery of love is, after all, 

stronger than anything else and more noble 

and certainly more beautiful.   

Keepers and Guardians of Others’ Rights 

Diana Eck, the contemporary religious schol-

ar and advocate for the kind of pluralism that 

we try to practice here, said: 

“Whether we like it or not, all of us 

bear witness to each other in an 

interdependent world.  Not only are 

we all keepers of one another’s 

image, we are also guardians of one 

another’s rights.   

“Being keepers of one another’s 

image and guardians of one another’s 

rights are not roles that we, as a 

religious community, can either 

accept or reject.  They are a sign, by 

the very nature of our world, and we 

perform them either well or badly, 

either with neglect or vigilance.”   

Keeping and guarding the image of the child, 

born in Bethlehem and Judea upon the straw, 

as we have come here to do this evening, is 

practice for bearing witness to each other 

daily.  Practice for keeping and guarding the 

image of every face and all the light that 

every face contains. 

The Claims of Rights to Christmas Eve 

Eve and Adam actually have an even stronger 

claim to belong at the Christmas party than 

most of us may know.  The Christian church, 

from its earliest centuries, introduced the 

habit of remembering every day of the year 

for a different one of its saints or heros or 

teachers or sages.   

They made a habit of praying in gratitude and 

in hope to the light of God that they saw 

shining in the face and from the life of each 

one of these personages on her or his 

appointed day.  So the Roman Catholics have 

a saint that’s assigned to every single day of 

the year, all three hundred and sixty-five.   

The Eastern Orthodox have a slightly 

different list, and the Anglicans have yet a 

different such list.   

But the most ancient of churches, the 

Egyptian Coptic church and the Syrian and 

Lebanese Orthodox churches, remarkably 
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appointed Christmas Eve as the feast day of 

our first parents out of a sense that it was their 

step together, away from the careful order of 

right relations, that brought us eventually to 

the birth of one who would show us what 

right relations looked like.   

These churches actually gave thanks annually 

for the mistake that Adam and Eve made in 

the garden, which led eventually to the gift of 

God to us in that redemptive child upon the 

straw.   

Nay had the apple taken been.  Nay had been 

our lady up in heaven queened.  Blest be the 

time that apple was taken, therefore 

renouncing Deo grazias from a very ancient 

liturgy.  To this day they appoint December 

24th as the day consecrated to remembering 

Eve and Adam, a day for giving thanks for 

the light of the mystery that shines even 

through them.   

Veneration of Adam and Eve in the 16th C. 

Neither the Roman nor any other western 

church ever established a parallel practice.  In 

the Middle Ages, the veneration of Eve and 

Adam was widespread and joyful.  To this 

day, you can find their images among statues 

of saints on the walls of cathedrals.   

So popular was the remembrance of Adam 

and Eve in 16th Century Germany that people 

began to set up paradise trees in their homes 

and to honor them on their feast day.  Fir trees 

were decorated with apples.  The rest is 

history.   

Eden is a long time ago now, but still we 

remember the garden.  Still we bring our 

paradise trees inside in the darkest and 

coldest season, when we ache most for the 

warmth of remembering and hang the trees 

with lights and symbols called Christmons, 

and we remember angels and love and family 

and, who knows, maybe even apples.  We 

think about how good it was and how good it 

can be.   

See the Light and Bear Witness 

Still we imagine how good it will be when we 

remember to see the light to bear witness to 

the divine image, to guard and revere the 

likeness, the likeness that has always been 

there to be seen.  Everywhere that will be a 

day to crown the original creation with a new 

creation.   

At last we can usher in a Sabbath when even 

God can finally rest with us in the joyful 

knowledge that every child bears the image 

and likeness of that deep holiness of the great 

mystery that has called it, “All good.”  “Very 

good.”   

Merry Christmas to you all.   

Amen. 


