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Manna December 2026
Bishop’s letter: There is no better gift
Anthropologists study human culture. Among their studies is gift exchange – of how within human societies, gifts are given, received and reciprocated. Volumes of academic theory have been about how we give and receive gifts and why. Much more practically, gift exchange is what most of us are engaged in this month. We’ve the Christmas shopping to be getting on with! 
Our tradition of giving and receiving gifts at Christmas lies in the story of the Magi who brought to the infant Jesus gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh. Our practice originated in a desire to reflect in human lives the Magi’s story. In the past, this happened on the day after Christmas. That’s why it’s called Boxing Day. 
For many of us, giving and receiving gifts at Christmas is something fraught with feelings of hazard. Have I got the right thing? Have I bought for the right people? Have I spent too much or too little? We know that sinking feeling that happens when someone gives us a gift and we’ve not got them something to offer in return.
I wonder if our challenge at Christmas is to recalibrate what we think we’re about. For look at the Christmas stories and you’ll see that carefully calculated reciprocity isn’t their concern at all. Rather what happens is that people receive the gift of Jesus and it turns their world upside down. The shepherds experience outright glory, joy and wonder. The Magi offer homage. They give to the infant Jesus their very hearts.
For both shepherds and Magi, the result of receiving the gift of Jesus is not that they give back, but that they are sent out. The shepherds make known what has been told to them about the child. All who hear them are amazed. The Magi return to their own country. I doubt they kept their experiences a secret when they got there.
We can’t hope to match what Jesus gives us. What we can do is receive the gift of his life, love, joy and wonder and pass it on to our loved ones and the people we meet. There’s no better gift we can give than that. 
Michael Beasley
Bishop of Bath and Wells
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Living and telling the story of Jesus




