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December Newsletter - 2022 
 
Introduction…

The month of December is dedicated to the 
Immaculate Conception. The first 24 days of 
December fall during the liturgical season of 
Advent and are represented by the color 
purple: a symbol of penance, mortification, and 
the sorrow of a contrite heart. The remaining 
days of December mark the beginning of the 
Christmas season, when the liturgical color 
changes to white or gold: a symbol of joy, 
purity, and innocence. 

 

 

 

The observance of this feast began with a 
papal encyclical by Pope Pius IX when he 
formally defined the dogma of the Immaculate 
Conception -- “Ineffabilis Deus” -- on 
December 8, 1854.  Several years later, in the 
French village of Lourdes, Mary appeared to a 
young girl named Marie-Bernarde, known as 
Bernadette, at a grotto in the mountainside, 
and stated "I am the Immaculate Conception."  
Over the next several months Bernadette saw 
a total of 18 visions of Mary at the grotto.  
Word soon reached the French newspapers 
and the companions accompanying Bernadette 
to the grotto quickly swelled to the thousands 
and had to be controlled by security forces. 

Bernadette was rigorously cross-examined by 
the local police regarding the visions but stuck 
to her story.  The authorities remained 
skeptical and the town mayor even had the 
grotto barricaded off, allegedly on grounds of 
hygiene.  Following a thorough enquiry by a 
Church commission, the local bishop declared 
that the visions were genuine and in1862 
approved the cult of Our Lady of Lourdes. 
Construction of a chapel was begun that same 
year.  Bernadette spent much of her remaining 
life in the convent of the Sisters of Charity at 
Lourdes, where she died in 1879 at the age of 
thirty-five. She was beatified in 1925 and 
canonized in 1933. 
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On the Shoulders of Giants – St. Nicholas 

The physicist Isaac Newton said that all he had accomplished in life was due to “standing on the 
shoulders of the giants” who came before him. Each month we will remember one of the giants upon 
whose shoulders the parishioners of Holy Redeemer are perched.  

The absence of the “hard facts” of history is not 
necessarily an obstacle to the popularity of 
saints, as the devotion to Saint Nicholas 
shows. Both the Eastern and Western 
Churches honor him, and it is claimed that after 
the Blessed Virgin, he is the saint most 
pictured by Christian artists. And yet 
historically, we can pinpoint only the fact that 
Nicholas was a fourth-century bishop of Myra, 
which is in modern-day Turkey.  

As with many of the saints, however, we are able to capture the relationship which Nicholas had with 
God through the admiration which Christians have had for him through the centuries; an appreciation 
expressed in the colorful stories which have been told and retold to generation upon generation. 

According to tradition, Nicholas was born to a wealthy family in the ancient Lycian seaport city of 
Patara, and as a young man he traveled to Palestine and Egypt.  Upon his return he was appointed 
Bishop of Myra.  He was later imprisoned and tortured during the persecution of Christians by the 
Roman emperor Diocletian but was released under the rule of Constantine the Great.  Upon his death 
he was buried in Myra, and by the 6th century his shrine there had become well known.  In 1087 A.D. 
Italian sailors or merchants allegedly stole his remains from Myra and took them to Bari, Italy; this 
removal greatly increased the saint’s popularity in Europe, and Bari became one of the most crowded 
of all pilgrimage centers. 

Nicholas’s reputation for kindness and 
generosity gave rise to many legends 
regarding charitable acts he performed for the 
poor. Perhaps the best-known story about 
Nicholas concerns his charity toward a father 
who was unable to provide dowries for his 
three daughters of marriageable age.  Rather 
than see them forced into prostitution, Nicholas 
secretly tossed a bag of gold through the poor 
man’s window on three separate occasions, 
thus enabling the daughters to be married.  
Over the centuries, this particular legend 
evolved into the custom of gift-giving on St. 
Nicholas’ December feast day.  
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After the Reformation, devotion to Nicholas 
disappeared in all the Protestant countries of 
Europe except Holland, where his legend 
persisted as “Sinterklaas” (a Dutch variant of 
the name St. Nicholas).  In the 17th century 
Dutch colonists took Nicholas’ name and gift-
giving tradition with them to New Amsterdam 
(now New York City).  The English-speaking 
majority in the American colonies soon 
changed the name “Sinterklaas” to “Santa 
Claus,” where the legend of a kindly and 
generous old man became intertwined with 
Nordic folktales of a magician who punished 
naughty children and rewarded good children 
with presents. The resulting image of Santa 
Claus in the United States crystallized in the 
19th century, and he has ever since remained 
the patron of the gift-giving festival of 
Christmas. 

 

 

Who Exactly Were The Three Wise Men? 
 
No Christmas Nativity set would be complete 
without the three Wise Men and their camels. 
The best-informed children can even tell you 
what gifts the three Wise Men brought to 
celebrate the birth of Jesus – gold, 
frankincense, and myrrh – and that their names 
were Balthasar, Melchior, and Caspar.  
Traditions such as the three Wise Men make 
the Christmas season special, but is there any 
truth to their story? Are the Wise Men actual 
legendary figures like St. Nicholas, or are they 
purely make-believe like Santa Claus and his 
sleigh? 

 

Some New Testament scholars dismiss the story of the Wise Men as a pious tale invented by the 
early Christians who wanted to make the birth of Jesus more special.  True believers on the other 
hand have accepted without question the story of the Wise Men who humbled themselves to worship 
the Christ Child.  So who is correct? 
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Of the four gospel writers, only Matthew 
mentions the visit of the Wise Men, and he 
never indicated how many were included in the 
contingent, where they came from or that they 
were kings.  As stated in Matthew 2:1-2, “Now 
when Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in 
the days of Herod the King, behold, wise men 
from the East came to Jerusalem, saying, 
"Where is he who has been born king of the 
Jews? For we have seen his star in the East 
and have come to worship him."  So how did 
the story of the Wise Men take on the details 
that are now part of our Christmas tradition, 
particularly their home counties. 

The details we now associate with the Wise Men who visited Jesus were likely added to the 
Christmas story during the first three centuries of the Church.  The Gnostic writers of the day tended 
to highlight the miraculous elements regarding the birth of Jesus, including the exotic origins of the 
Wise Men.  As the center of Christianity shifted north and west during that period to Asia Minor, 
Greece, and Rome, the belief hardened that Matthew’s statement that “wise men from the East came 
to Jerusalem” meant that they must have traveled from Persia.  And perhaps even from India and 
Africa.   

In a recent book entitled book entitled “Mystery 
of the Magi: The Quest to Identify the Three 
Wise Men” Dwight Longenecker states that the 
Wise Men in fact came from an area much 
closer to Bethlehem, namely the Jordanian city 
of Petra, which was roughly 250 miles 
southeast.  Longenecker likens himself to a 
modern-day Indiana Jones, and interestingly 
the city of Petra is the same city that Harrison 
Ford journeyed to with Sean Connery in 
“Indiana Jones and The Last Crusade.”   

At the time of Jesus’ birth Petra was occupied by the kingdom of Nabatea, and the Nabateans had 
close links with Herod. Furthermore, their religion was rooted in astrology, and like many peoples 
from the time, they were looking to the stars for clues about a messiah.  According to Longenecker, at 
the time of Jesus’ birth the Nabatean king, Aretas IV, was considering whether to send diplomats to 
the court of Herod to improve relations between the two regions.  Upon deducing the birth of a new 
king of the Jews by studying the stars, he sent his diplomats on their historic journey bearing peace 
offerings, namely frankincense, gold, and myrrh.  
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A different version of the Wise Men is 
described by biblical scholar Brent Landau in 
his book entitled “Revelation of the Magi: The 
Lost Tale of the Wise Men’s Journey to 
Bethlehem.”  Landau discovered an eighth 
century Syrian manuscript in the Vatican library 
and used the document to conclude that the 
“magi” were a group of monk-like mystics -- 
numbering as few as 12 and as many as 60 -- 
from a far-off land called “Shir,” which could be 
China.  Landau also concluded that the mystics 
were descendants of Seth, the righteous third 
son of Adam, and the guardians of an age-old 
prophecy that a star of indescribable 
brightness would someday appear “heralding 
the birth of God in human form.” 

 

So based on all this biblical research, what exactly should we believe about the involvement of the 
Magi with Christmas?  Given that Matthew provides no details about the “Wise Men” or “Magi” there 
is really no way to obtain concrete information about their identify, where they came from, or how they 
happened to be in Bethlehem at the time of Jesus’ birth.  That said, every story about them centers 
on the same quest: to seek godlike quality in human form and find the best way to show them their 
love.  

The universality of that quest is perhaps best 
illustrated in the O. Henry short story entitled, 
“The Gift of the Magi.”  The story tells of a 
young husband and wife with very little money 
who are deeply in love and are willing to 
sacrifice anything to buy the perfect Christmas 
presents for each other.  Each of them had one 
prized possession: for Jim it’s his gold pocket 
watch, which once belonged to his father.  For 
Della, it’s her hair, which “was more beautiful 
than any queen’s jewels.”  The day before 
Christmas, Jim secretly sells his watch to buy 
Della a pair of beautiful combs for her hair that 
she had been admiring for months in a store 
window.  But ironically, Della secretly cuts her 
luxurious hair and sell it to buy Jim a platinum 
fob for his pocket watch. 

 
 
 

In the conclusion to his story O. Henry writes, ““The magi, as you know, were wise men…who 
brought gifts to the newborn Christ-child.  And here I have told you the story of two children who… 
each sold the most valuable thing they owned in order to buy a gift for the other.  Of all who give gifts, 
these two were the most wise.  They are the magi.” 
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We’re Here For You 

 

Weekend Mass Schedule – Celebrated every 
weekend on Saturday at 4:00 pm and Sunday 
at 8:00 am and 10:00 am 
 
Watch Mass Online – If you are unable to 
attend Mass in-person, please watch mass on-
line at www.holyredeemerchatham.org/live-
stream-mass 
 
Weekday Mass Schedule – Celebrated 
Monday through Friday at 8:00 am 
 
Our Lady of Perpetual Help Novena – 
Celebrated on Monday after daily Mass 
 
Sacrament of Confession – Celebrated 
Saturday from 3:00 to 3:45 pm 

 
Open Office Hours -- Father Sullivan is available at the rectory from 3:00 - 4:00 PM every Monday 
afternoon to speak with parishioners on any topic. 
 
Sacrament of Baptism – Celebrated during Sunday Mass.  Please contact the rectory at 508-945-
0677 for an appointment to discuss an upcoming baptism. 
 
Sacrament of Marriage – Couples are asked to contact Father Sullivan at 508-945-0677 at least 12 
months prior to the date of their wedding.  Couples also need to make certain that the Church is 
available before scheduling their wedding date and the location for their wedding reception. 
 
Holy Communion at Home – If any parishioner is unable to attend mass due to an illness, injury, 
handicap, or age, and would like to receive Communion at home, please contact the rectory at 508-
945-0677 and a Eucharistic Minister will bring Communion to you. 
 
New Parishioners Are Always Welcome - If you are new to the area please contact the Rectory at 
508-945-0677 to register with the parish, or speak with Father Sullivan after Mass.  
 
Facebook – Follow us on Facebook at www.facebook.comholyredeemercatholicchurch 
 

It’s A Wonderful Life – A Wonderful Way to Experience the Spirit of the Season  

A check of the 100 best Christmas movies will yield some excellent choices – “The Shop Around the 
Corner,” “Home Alone,” “A Christmas Carol” – all of which are great, but none of them can compare 
with the classic “It’s A Wonderful Life.”  And even though you have probably memorized all of the 
lines by now, the story of a man who has given up his personal dreams in order to help others in his 
community, and whose thoughts of suicide on Christmas Eve brings about the intervention of his 
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guardian angel, never fails to make the world seem like a better place.  Indeed, “It’s A Wonderful Life” 
was voted "the No. 1 Most Inspirational Movie of All Time” by the American Film Institute. 
 
Despite your familiarity with the movie, here are some interesting facts about it that you might not 
know. 
 

1. Cary Grant was supposed to star in “It's 
a Wonderful Life.”  But as happens so 
often in Hollywood, the project went 
through some ups and downs in the 
development process. In 1945, RKO 
sold the movie rights to Frank Capra, 
who quickly recruited Jimmy Stewart to 
play George Bailey. 

 

2. Many other actors also missed their chance for a role in the classic.  Before Donna Reed 
landed the part of Mary it was offered to Jean Arthur, Ginger Rogers, and Olivia de Havilland.  
Before Lionel Barrymore got the role of Mr. Potter, Vincent Price and Claude Rains were 
considered.  W. C. Fields, Barry Fitzgerald and Robert Mitchum were also considered for key 
roles. 

3. Although it was nominated for five 
Oscars – including Best Picture -- “It's a 
Wonderful Life” failed at the box office.  
Indeed, the movie lost more than a half-
million dollars when it was originally 
released in 1946. 

 

 

4. “It’s a Wonderful Life” was “re-discovered” when its copyright lapsed in 1974, making it 
available royalty-free to anyone who wanted to show it for the next 20 years.  Which would 
explain why it was on television nearly constantly during the holiday season from 1974 until 
1994. 

5. Though she was a Hollywood icon, the female lead in the movie -- Donna Reed -- was a farm 
girl who grew up in Denison, Iowa.  Lionel Barrymore – who played Mr. Potter in the movie -- 
didn’t believe it and bet her $50 that she couldn't milk a cow.  According to Donna Reed it was 
the easiest $50 she ever made. 
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6. Despite the fact that the policeman and the cab driver in “It’s a Wonderful Life” are named Bert 
and Ernie, Muppet’s creator Jim Henson always swore that it was purely a coincidence that 
they share their names with two of Sesame Street’s most favorite characters.  

7. The FBI flagged the movie as Communist propaganda, issuing a memo in which the Bureau 
claimed the film "represented rather obvious attempts to discredit bankers" and "deliberately 
maligned the upper class." 
 

8. Despite its Christmas setting, the movie 
was actually shot in the summer of 1946 
during a heat wave.  If you look closely 
you can see Stewart sweating in some 
of the snowy scenes.  

 

 
Getting to Know the Members of the Parish…Christopher Mortell 
 
Everyone knows what an ear worm is: a piece 
of music that you simply can’t get out of your 
head.  Listening to Christopher Mortell speak 
affectionately about his parents, his son Jack, 
his long-standing connection with Holy 
Redeemer, the relationships he and partner 
Ignacio have created with their company “IMC 
By Design,” the ear worm that plays over and 
over in your head is a familiar one: the Beatles 
song “All You Need is Love.”  (Now you’ll be 
hearing the song in your head as well, which is 
great, because there is no better soundtrack to 
accompany an article about Christopher 
Mortell.) 
 

 
 
 

It's hard to know where to start with Christopher, so we might as well begin at the same place he did 
during our interview: with his parents.  His father Jack served as a diocesan priest at St. Rita’s in the 
Bronx, and after he decided to leave the priesthood he met Kathleen, a former Dominican nun, and 
they were married.  Christopher’s father later went on to serve as an administrator at another 
renowned Bronx institution, Jacobi Hospital.   
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All parents everywhere carry the same wish: 
that they are a good influence on their children, 
and that their children love and respect them.  
For Jack and Kathleen, their wish came true in 
spades, because it’s no exaggeration to say 
that it took an enormous effort to get 
Christopher to turn the conversation away his 
parents and provide a little more of his own 
story.  Jack – who passed away this year -- 
was by all accounts a saint, with more friends 
than Chatham has residents.  He also had an 
infectious smile and a terrific sense of humor.  
Regarding his responsibilities as a parish priest 
he had a ready mantra: “I was there when my 
flock was ‘hatched, matched and dispatched.’” 
And when Father Sullivan administered the 
Sacrament of the Sick to Jack shortly before he 
passed away he smiled and broke up the room 
by announcing that he had just been dealt “the 
sacramental flush: all seven sacraments.” 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Christopher described his parents as the “alpha and omega: his mother’s grace, tenderness, and 
sage advice (“God gave you a wonderful week, the least you can do is give him an hour on Sunday” 
and “Cling to the Church, you’ll never go wrong.”) complimented his father’s boundless energy and 
sense of humor.  His one regret was that his mother fractured her hip at exactly the time when his 
father was dying, and while Jack was under hospice care Kathleen was recovering at Liberty 
Commons, leaving her with a profoundly broken heart as well as a broken hip. 
 
Christopher has definitely inherited his father’s smile and his mother’s tenderness, as anyone who 
has ever attended the Sunday 10 am mass can attest to, having spent an hour watching him use one 
arm to care for his mother and the other to stroke his son’s hair while beaming paternally at him.    
 
Christopher was educated by the Jesuits, obtained a degree in Communications from Fairfield 
University, and then spent 12 years pursuing a career on Wall Street, focusing on public relations and 
marketing.  He moved to the Cape because he wanted his son Jack to grow up in Chatham: Jack is 
the fourth generation of Mortells to worship at Holy Redeemer.  Christopher also wanted to maintain 
the Mortell ties to New York City, and when the family is in the City they attend Our Lady of the 
Assumption in Brooklyn Heights.  
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In 2011 Christopher and Ignacio co-founded 
“IMC by Design” in Chatham.   Their company 
provides integrated marketing and 
communications services to business on the 
Cape and beyond, with Ignacio serving as 
Executive Creative Director and Christopher 
heading up Public Relations.  Christopher and 
Ignacio’s efforts are supported by a host of 
design, public relations, and marketing 
professionals around the globe.  Locally their 
clients include The Chatham Orpheum Theater 
and The Village Market.  

 
 

Having begun this article with one ear worm we’ll end with another, namely “What’s It All About, Alfie.”  
Why?  Because after spending half an hour chatting with Christopher, learning all about his 
remarkable parents, the company he and Ignacio have created, and all the joy that his son Jack has 
brought to him (and the members of the congregation who sit near them at Sunday mass), it’s hard 
not to think about the opposite side of the coin, which is Alfie, an entirely self-centered and uncaring 
rogue, wholly focused on his own enjoyment.     
 
“What's it all about, Alfie? 
Is it just for the moment we live? 
What's it all about when you sort it out, Alfie? 
Are we meant to take more than we give? 
Or are we meant to be kind?” 
 
Thank you Christopher for reminding us of the value of kindness, and that in order to find true 
happiness all you need is love. 
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…Conclusion 

On Christmas Eve 1914, in the dank, muddy trenches on the Western Front of the First World War, a 
remarkable thing happened.  It came to be called “The Christmas Truce,” and it remains one of the 
most storied and strangest moments of that war, or any war in history. 

British machine gunner Bruce Bairnsfather, 
later a prominent cartoonist, wrote about it in 
his memoirs. “Here I was, in this horrible clay 
cavity,” Bairnsfather wrote, “miles and miles 
from home.  Cold, wet through and through, 
and covered with mud.  There didn’t seem the 
slightest chance of leaving -- except in an 
ambulance.”  But about 10 p.m., he noticed a 
noise. “I listened,” he recalled. “Away across 
the field, among the dark shadows beyond, I 
could hear the murmur of voices.”   

Not more the fifty yards away the German soldiers were singing Christmas carols.  In the darkness, 
some of the British soldiers began to sing back. “Suddenly,” Bairnsfather went on, “We heard a 
confused shouting from the other side, and we all stopped to listen.  The voice was from an enemy 
soldier, speaking in English with a strong German accent. He was saying, ‘Come over here.’ 

What happened next would stun the world and 
make history.  Enemy soldiers all along the 
front line began to climb nervously out of their 
trenches, and to meet in the barren field known 
as “No Man’s Land,” that separated the armies.  
Normally, the British and Germans 
communicated across No Man’s Land with 
streaking bullets, but now, there were only 
handshakes and words of kindness. The 
soldiers traded songs, tobacco, and wine, 
joining in a spontaneous holiday party in the 
cold night.  

Other diaries and letters describe German soldiers using candles to light Christmas trees around the 
trenches.  One German infantryman described how a British soldier set up a makeshift barbershop, 
charging Germans a few cigarettes each for a haircut.  Other accounts describe vivid scenes of men 
helping enemy soldiers collect their dead, of which there were many.  
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The truces continued into Christmas Day, and 
a German Lieutenant Kurt Zehmisch described 
a pick-up soccer game in his diary. “Eventually 
the English brought a soccer ball from their 
trenches, and pretty soon a lively game 
ensued,” he wrote. “How marvelously 
wonderful, yet how strange it was. The English 
officers felt the same way about it. Thus 
Christmas, the celebration of Love, managed 
to bring mortal enemies together as friends for 
a time.” 

Unfortunately the spirit of the season as short-lived.  When news of the spontaneous Christmas 
Truces broke out leaders of all the armies were horrified.  British General Sir Horace Smith-Dorrien 
wrote in a confidential memorandum that "this is only illustrative of the apathetic state we are 
gradually sinking into."  Some accounts of the Christmas Truce hold that soldiers were punished for 
fraternization, and top command issued orders that it should never happen again.  For the rest of 
World War I -- a conflict that would ultimately claim roughly 15 million lives -- no further Christmas 
Truces occurred.  But at least in 1914, for two days at least a few simple acts of hospitality and 
friendly competition reminded all those involved that wars were fought not by unnamed, impersonal 
armies but by human beings.  

 


