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Preaching on the feast of Saint Stephen in the early fifth century, Saint Augustine said to his people, 
“Yesterday we celebrated the Lord’s birthday; today we are celebrating the heavenly birthday of his 
servant; but we celebrated the birthday of the Lord when he condescended to be born; we are celebrating 
the heavenly birthday of his servant when he was crowned.” (Homily 314,1). It is interesting that the feast 
of Stephen, the first martyr to die for Christ, should follow so quickly after Christmas. One obvious reason 
for this is that the deacon Stephen imitated Christ fully in his life, and above all in his death. 
 
The Evangelist Luke, the author of the Acts of the Apostles, in his account of Stephen’s martyrdom po ints 
to the clear parallel with Christ’s own death on the cross. The heart of Christ’s teaching on earth was love 
towards all, even one’s enemies and those who wish and would do us harm. This love taught by Christ is a 
reflection of our heavenly Father’s love, ‘who makes his sun shine on good and bad alike, and his rain to 
fall on both the just and the unjust.’  As he was being stoned, Stephen prayed, ‘Lord, do not hold this sin 
against them.’ We recall our Lord’s own last words on the cross, ‘Father, forgive them, for they know not 
what they do.’ And as the Lord did, Stephen too prayed, ‘Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.’  
 
Saint Augustine also points out that when Stephen prayed for those who were stoning him he did so on 
bended knee, an example of heartfelt prayer on behalf of those who were putting him to death.  That 
prayer of the dying Stephen was remarkably effective in the case of the young man who watched over the 
clothes of those who were stoning Stephen. His name was Saul, better known to the Church as Paul, who 
would become the Apostle of the Gentiles. Augustine remarks that from being a wolf, Paul became a true 
shepherd of the flock. 
 
As we reflect on the wonder and magnitude of God’s gift of his Son to us at Christmas, the words of the 
carol come to mind: ‘What can I give him, poor as I am?’  The example of today’s martyr, Stephen, suggests 
one answer.  We can forgive others from the bottom of our hearts, as he did, ‘those who trespass against 
us.’  We can leave hurts and grudges behind and begin afresh, and so truly both in word and in deed 
become sons and daughters of our Father in heaven. A second gift we might offer the new-born Christ 
would be the gift of prayer, and our unshakeable belief in the power of prayer and its effectiveness. 
Stephen could hardly have imagined at the moment of his death the impact his prayer to Christ would have 
where Paul was concerned.   The great one-time persecutor of Christians would become the peerless 
champion of Christ. 
 
May we be inspired by the example of St. Stephen, especially as we make our very personal New Year 
resolutions! 
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