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Faith in fiction
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Author hopes his Christmas stories
spread holiday cheer to the hungry
By Leslie Walters

L

ike Matt Bartholomew, the central character in his 13 Christmas stories, Merriam Park author Roger Barr has faith
in the possibilities of human nature. This
Christmas season, Barr is placing that faith in
a new collection of those stories. All proceeds
from the sale of his self-published Getting
Ready for Christmas and Other Stories will go
to the Emergency Food Shelf Network (EFN),
which distributes food to more than 200 hunger relief agencies in Minnesota.
Villager readers may be familiar with Barr
and his fictional tales about the Bartholomew
family of Highland Park and the lifelike Nativity scene that lights up their Pinehurst Avenue yard each Christmas season. Barr’s first
Christmas story appeared in the Villager in
December 1997. It was followed by 12 others
published in the Villager in December 19992010. (A 14th installment is promised in the
December 7 issue.) The holiday stories have
all involved the family’s struggle for renewed
faith as reflected in the Biblical story of Jesus
Christ’s birth.
The notion of a life-size Nativity scene
came to Barr when he saw a similar though
smaller creche displayed in a storefront on
Grand Avenue. “I wanted something like that
(for the story),” he said. His initial plot devices
of an extended family reuniting for Christmas
and the lifelike plaster of Paris figures lovingly
sculpted by the family patriarch were carried
over into each subsequent story.
“Originally, we didn’t conceive of carrying
the fictitious stories annually,” said Villager
publisher Michael Mischke. “But the quality
of the stories was great, and we got a great response from readers.”
With the stories appearing on the pages of
a newspaper, it took a while for some readers
to realize they were fictional, Mischke added.
In the early years, “people would call or come
into our office wanting to know where the
house with the creche was on Pinehurst Avenue,” he said.
Barr first incorporated the theme of a food
drive for the poor in his 2003 story “Epiphany.” In it, Matt Bartholomew knows where all
the gourmet coffee shops are in town but he

has no idea where to find an emergency food
shelf. Eager to hold a food drive in conjunction with his Nativity display, he approaches
a local police officer who leads him to the
street-smart director of a local food shelf.
Barr’s research for that story revealed to
him the millions of Americans and billions
of people worldwide who often don’t know
where their next meal is coming from. From
2003 onward, the food drive became an integral part of the Bartholomew’s Nativity scene,
with Matt setting out a barrel on the sidewalk
for passersby to contribute canned goods and
other nonperishables.
“I also wanted to give back and provide
more hunger relief through the food shelves,”
Barr said, and seven years ago he began sponsoring a food drive in conjunction with an annual reading of his Christmas story.
Barr said that when he discovered his annual earnings put him among the top 10 percent of income earners around the world, “I
felt like a rich man. And when you consider
that nearly three out of four of the 38,000 students in the St. Paul Public Schools are poor
enough to qualify for free or reduced-price
lunches, feeding metro area families becomes
an education issue.”
Barr is the executive director of Support
Our Schools (SOS), a nonprofit organization
that works to improve public education in St.
Paul. “That’s why we took it on,” he said of the
food drive. “We picked (EFN) because it’s regional.”
According to EFN executive director Lori

The seasonal display of a Nativity scene like the one above inspired Merriam Park author
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Kratchmer, visits to food shelves by the poor
have doubled statewide since 2005 and grew
an estimated 28 percent in the last year alone.
Those visits now number about 3 million per
year. “And 52 percent of the individuals visiting the food shelves have jobs, but are still unable to afford groceries,” she said.
In writing his Christmas stories, Barr said,
“I’m driven in part by what’s going on in the
world as well as the holiday.” In 2001’s “Getting Ready for Christmas,” he wrote about
teenage vandals heavily damaging the creche
in the days before Christmas. Angry and
heartbroken, Matt Bartholomew rallies his
family to carry on the holiday tradition by
taking the places of the plaster figures of Joseph and Mary, the Wise Men and Shepherds
and creating a living Nativity scene.
“It was an outrageous plot device, and I

didn’t know where the story would go,” Barr
said. But he did know where the story came
from: the terrorist attacks of September 11 of
that year. “9/11 wrote the ending of that story,”
Barr said. “Like the country, the family picked
up the pieces and carried on.”
Barr used the late Paul Newman’s foundation Newman’s Own as a model for his shortstory collection, asking friends in the publishing industry to contribute their services to the
charitable project. Most of the labor and materials for the book were donated, including
the editing, paper, printing, binding, website
design, warehousing and fiscal sponsorship.
“It was for a good cause,” said MacalesterGroveland artist Kirk Anderson, who created
the stained-glass-like cover design for the
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