
Christmas Eve 
"For a child has been born for us, a son given to us; authority rests upon his shoulders; and he is named 
Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace."

Revised Common Lectionary Readings
Worship Notes
Resources inThe United Methodist Book of Worship

Map of Ancient Israel featuring territories of Zebulun and Naphtali.
Used by permission under aCreative Commons License.

Revised Common Lectionary Readings 
See the texts, artwork and Revised Common Lectionary Prayers for this service at the Vanderbilt Divinity 
Library.)
Leccionario en Español, Leccionario Común Revisado: Consulta Sobre Textos Comunes.
Para obtener más recursos leccionario, Estudios Exegético: Homiléticos.
Lectionnaire en français, Le Lectionnaire Œcuménique Révisé

Isaiah 9: (1), 2-7.
Isaiah speaks of new hope to come in his own day for the war-torn regions of Zebulun and Naphtali (see map 
above), the heart of Galilee, which became the center of the ministry of Jesus.

Psalm response: Psalm 96 (UMH 815). 
A psalm of jubilant praise for the glorious reign of God! If you want a chant tone for the provided response, try 
B-D-G-B; E-C-B-A. Or, use the refrain from "O Come, Let Us Adore Him" (UMH 234) and, for chanting, G-
F#-A-G; B-A-C-B in G-major.

http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:12_Tribes_of_Israel_Map.svg
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/deed.en
http://lectionary.library.vanderbilt.edu/texts.php?id=52
http://lectionary.library.vanderbilt.edu/texts.php?id=52
http://lectionary.library.vanderbilt.edu/texts.php?id=52
http://www.commontexts.org/publications/PDF/leccionario_comun_revisado.pdf
http://www.commontexts.org/publications/PDF/leccionario_comun_revisado.pdf
http://www.isedet.edu.ar/publicaciones/eeh.htm
http://www.isedet.edu.ar/publicaciones/eeh.htm
http://www.gbod.org/lead-your-church/worship/resource/le-lectionnaire-oecumenique-revise
http://www.gbod.org/lead-your-church/worship/resource/le-lectionnaire-oecumenique-revise


Titus 2:11-14
The grace of God has appeared in the incarnation of Jesus Christ. God's grace in Christ cleanses and frees us 
from the power of sin. This means we can become thoroughly committed to good deeds.

Luke 2:1-20
Jesus is born, angels announce this to shepherds, and Mary ponders the message of the shepherds in her heart.

Back to top.

Worship Notes

Calendar

Christmas Eve, or the Evening of Christmas. In the cultures of the Bible, the day begins not at sunrise, but 
sunset. In Judaism, Sabbath begins on Friday at sunset. Christians continue to commemorate this ancient way of 
telling time in the various “Eve” services of the year, including All Saints Eve, The Great Vigil of Easter (Easter 
Eve) and beginning the daily office with evening prayer. With sunset on December 24, Advent ends and 
Christmas begins. After the Easter Vigil (Easter Eve), this is the holiest night in the church's celebration of the 
gospel of Jesus Christ.

Christmas Season begins.
On Christmas Eve, you will likely have a large attendance, including many visitors, some for the first time. Use 
this opportunity well, not simply as a “one-off” special service, but as a powerful launch for the beginning of a 
series of services culminating in Epiphany and segueing into Baptism of the Lord and the Season after 
Epiphany. More guidance for this service is available under “In Your Planning Team” below, and in the article, “
Christmas Season: Mystery, Martyrs and Magnificat.”

Kwanzaa resources are here.  Kwanzaa begins December 26.   

 

December

December 24/25 Christmas Eve/Day Resources
December 31 Watch Night

 

January
January 1     New Year or Holy Name of Jesus
January 4/6  Epiphany Sunday/Epiphany
January 11   Baptism of the Lord (also this) Human Trafficking Awareness Day
January 18   Human Relations Day (Discipleship Ministries Resources)
                     Week of Prayer for Christian Unity
January 19   Martin Luther King Jr. Day
January 25   Ecumenical Sunday in The Week of Prayer for Christian Unity

February

http://www.gbod.org/worship/seasons-of-the-church-year?group=42&limit=10&cat=577&sortBy=resource_date|date&sortDirection=desc
http://www.gbod.org/worship/seasons-of-the-church-year?group=42&limit=10&cat=577&sortBy=resource_date|date&sortDirection=desc
http://umcworship.blogspot.com/2013/10/christmas-season-mystery-martyrs-and.html
http://umcworship.blogspot.com/2013/10/christmas-season-mystery-martyrs-and.html
http://www.gbod.org/worship/church-civic-holidays/kwanzaa
http://www.gbod.org/worship/church-civic-holidays/kwanzaa
http://www.gbod.org/worship/church-civic-holidays/christmas-eve
http://www.gbod.org/worship/church-civic-holidays/christmas-eve
http://www.gbod.org/worship/church-civic-holidays/christmas1
http://www.gbod.org/worship/church-civic-holidays/christmas1
http://www.gbod.org/worship/church-civic-holidays/watch-night-new-years-eve
http://www.gbod.org/worship/church-civic-holidays/watch-night-new-years-eve
http://www.gbod.org/worship/church-civic-holidays/new-years-day
http://www.gbod.org/worship/church-civic-holidays/new-years-day
http://www.gbod.org/worship/lectionary-calendar/new-years-day-holy-name-of-jesus
http://www.gbod.org/worship/lectionary-calendar/new-years-day-holy-name-of-jesus
http://www.gbod.org/worship/church-civic-holidays/epiphany-sunday
http://www.gbod.org/worship/church-civic-holidays/epiphany-sunday
http://www.gbod.org/worship/church-civic-holidays/baptism-of-the-lord-jesus
http://www.gbod.org/worship/church-civic-holidays/baptism-of-the-lord-jesus
http://www.gbod.org/resources/21st-century-africana-worship-resources-for-january-8-2006-baptism-of-the-l
http://www.gbod.org/resources/21st-century-africana-worship-resources-for-january-8-2006-baptism-of-the-l
http://www.gbod.org/worship/church-civic-holidays/human-trafficking-awareness-day
http://www.gbod.org/worship/church-civic-holidays/human-trafficking-awareness-day
http://www.umcgiving.org/pastors/resources?category=2745
http://www.umcgiving.org/pastors/resources?category=2745
http://www.gbod.org/worship/church-civic-holidays/human-relations-day1
http://www.gbod.org/worship/church-civic-holidays/human-relations-day1
http://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/week-of-prayer
http://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/week-of-prayer
http://www.gbod.org/worship/church-civic-holidays/martin-luther-king-day1
http://www.gbod.org/worship/church-civic-holidays/martin-luther-king-day1
http://www.geii.org/week_of_prayer_for_christian_unity/preparation/observing_the_week_of_prayer.html
http://www.geii.org/week_of_prayer_for_christian_unity/preparation/observing_the_week_of_prayer.html


All Month:     Black History Month (USA)
February 8   Scouting Ministries Sunday (USA)
February 15  Transfiguration of the Lord
February 18  Ash Wednesday
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Atmospherics: Overall

It’s Christmas.

Yet only one of the readings seems “Christmassy,” the account of the situation into which Jesus was born, the 
annunciation to shepherds, and their subsequent arrival.

Isaiah puts us squarely into a war zone (the territories of Zebulun and Naphtali, “Galilee of the Gentiles”), and 
prophesies hope for residents who were frequently and regularly over-run by combat.

The Psalm responds well to the prophet, but is filled with praises befitting an adult king, either at enthronement 
or in celebration of a victory.

Titus nowhere mentions the birth of Jesus per se, though the incarnation of God in Christ is strongly implied, 
and it focuses much more on the total impact of the birth, death, resurrection and return of Christ than on the 
birth event.

Even in Luke, there are relatively few verses specifically addressing the birth (maybe 3 or 4 at most), and far 
more dealing with circumstances around it (verses 1-4) or its meaning and initial impact (verses 8-20).

If Christmas is supposed to be primarily about the birth of Jesus, per se, why is there so relatively little attention 
to it in the readings for this night, which do not vary from year to year?  

The New Testament itself pays little direct attention to the birth, per se. Two gospels have no stories about it at 
all (Mark and John). Matthew, like Luke, seems far more interested in the impact of the pregnancy and birth 
than any focus on the birth itself (a parenthetical note that it took place in 2:1). The rest of the New Testament 
also references the birth of Jesus rarely at best.

So maybe the question isn’t why tonight’s readings don’t focus primarily on the birth. Maybe the real question 
is why we think Christmas is almost exclusively about the fact of the birth of Jesus—rather than the meaning 
and impact this birth has on the fate of all creation.

That is primarily what the New Testament and over 1600 annual celebrations of Christmas by Christians since 
the fourth century have focused on, after all. 

Celebrating primarily a birth can lead to an infantilizing of the faith.

Celebrating what that birth has done—as answer and fulfillment to prophecy, as God become flesh and dwelling 
among us, as foundation upon which the salvation and renewal of the universe exists—that may start with child-

http://www.gbod.org/worship/church-civic-holidays/black-history-month-february
http://www.gbod.org/worship/church-civic-holidays/black-history-month-february
http://www.gcumm.org/ministries/scouting/resources.html
http://www.gcumm.org/ministries/scouting/resources.html
http://www.gbod.org/worship/church-civic-holidays/transfiguration-sunday
http://www.gbod.org/worship/church-civic-holidays/transfiguration-sunday
http://www.gbod.org/worship/church-civic-holidays/ash-wednesday1
http://www.gbod.org/worship/church-civic-holidays/ash-wednesday1


like faith, but moves us toward the maturing and mature life of faith in which we are enabled, as Titus 
proclaims, “to renounce impiety and worldly passions, and in the present age to live lives that are self-
controlled, upright, and godly” (Titus 2:12, NRSV).

THAT is what Christmas Eve and the rest of Christmas Season proclaim.

So pastors and planning teams, work closely together to proclaim what this night is and means as the New 
Testament and the church have proclaimed it.  Help move folks away from sentimentalism toward the bold 
witness of the real-life impacts of the son given to us, the peace promised to the throne of David, and light 
shining even in the darkest corners of human and inhumane civilizations.
 

Back to top.

Atmospherics: The Texts

With the reading from Isaiah, remember that while we read it as a prophecy about Jesus coming to counter 
"darkness" metaphorically, the connections to the land in verse 1 were real and historical.

Look at the map above. Notice where Zebulun and Naphtali were located. They sat geographically between the 
capital of Israel (Samaria, in Ephraim), and the Syrian border (labeled Arameans on the map).

In the days of Isaiah, the territories of Zebulun and Naphtali were regularly war-ravaged. When Ephraim and 
Syria were at war, they regularly pitched battle in the territory of Zebulun and Naphtali. There were two good 
reasons for this. One was this avoided fighting anywhere near the capitol or major population centers of either 
country. The other was this land contained a strategic advantage worth fighting for. Naphtali lay directly along 
the trade routes leading to, from, and around the Sea of Galilee.  

Later, and up through the time of Jesus, this territory was nicknamed "Galilee of the Gentiles." While it had 
been the “war zone” in earlier years, in later years it became the “dumping ground” for whichever power wanted 
to resettle other people or groups. The result was this region was very diverse, very “Gentile,” and lacking 
cultural, economic, social, political or religious cohesion.  And that meant this region also became also a land of 
deep, chronic poverty and no small amount of crime. The only significant exceptions to this fairly bleak 
existence were in the newer Roman army towns in the region of the Decapolis, such as Caesarea in Jesus' day.  

All of this is critical to understanding why Jesus spent so much of his ministry in Galilee, so that in this land of 
"deep darkness," the light of the kingdom of God may shine first and brightest.

War, violence, forced resettlements onto “reservations,” poverty—these are miles away from popular cultural 
images for Christmas. But the church has read this text on this night for over 1500 years—with reason. Light 
shining in the darkness, light to the Gentiles (in Simeon’s song from Luke 2)—this is what the church has 
always connected with this night. Comfort comes to those suffering unjustly.

Titus brings everything about the life of Jesus together in this text—his incarnation (verse 11), our redemption 
(11, 14), our sanctification (12, 14), and his final coming again in great glory (13, 14). No other text in the Bible 
connects all these themes so compactly. We read it this night in praise of all God has done for us and among us 
by becoming human in Jesus Christ.

How do you and your worshiping community experience Christ enabling you to live lives that are upright, self-



controlled, and godly? How does Christ enable you not merely to avoid, but positively to renounce all forms of 
impiety and “worldly passions,” and so live freed from their power? Who among you can rejoice in being set 
free from these things? How will you rejoice in congregational song or prayer about such deliverance? 

What good deeds does you congregation pursue zealously because of that birth and in connection with it, 
especially at this season of the year? Project images of these, or find a way to bring signs of these into the 
worship space as this text is read or preached.

The story of the birth of Jesus from Luke is probably the most popular and well-known among the Christmas 
readings, both in church and, thanks to "A Charlie Brown Christmas" in U.S. culture.

The deep familiarity of this story brings opportunities and challenges. Like a bedtime story you tell small 
children, those who come this night likely want to hear this story told a certain way. Do not mess with these 
expectations too much—just enough to call attention to an element of this story that perhaps has not been 
emphasized in past telling in your worshiping community, or an area you intend to emphasize in tonight’s 
celebration.  

Luke makes it clear the setting of Jesus’s birth is no accident, but at the heart of God’s will. Jesus is born in 
Bethlehem because the government was seeking to increase revenues for its wars. He was born (apparently) 
outdoors because there was a rush on available inn space created by the need for people in the surrounding 
regions to enroll in the town. The Son of God is born in the hometown of his ancestor David, to be sure, but 
precisely into the midst of and fully exposed to the most powerful force of human oppression and military force 
known in that region up to that time. Though it is Matthew who develops the story of just how violent the 
powers could be (Herod’s command for the execution of all male infants in the region), Luke’s story is no less 
cognizant of the oppressive and violent potential in the story he tells.  

The haste of the shepherds (verse 16, if you read this far) may be a case in point of Luke’s medical knowledge 
helping him to make theological commentary. When babies are first born, they are typically extraordinarily alert 
for the first 60-90 minutes. This extreme alertness enables them to “imprint” on the first people and things they 
encounter. In many birthing settings in the US today, babies are quickly whisked away from their mothers and 
significant others for a host of initial tests, so many of us in our culture do not get to observe this initial hyper-
alertness. (Both of my children were born with midwives assisting, so we did!). This was not the case in Luke’s 
day, nor is it the case in many places around the world today. Instead, this initial alertness prior to a first “nap” 
is spent in intensive bonding with mother, infant, and family. Even when the child is “put down,” the child does 
not initially sleep.

So, is it possible that Luke’s note about the haste the shepherds took indicates they were trying to see the infant 
Jesus while he was still in this hyper-alert state?  Such a reading would be quite compatible with Luke’s 
portrayal of Jesus having a strong affinity for the needs of the poor and outcast. 

Back to top.

In Your Planning Team

It’s Christmas! There are likely to be many more people in worship, many new faces, some you haven’t seen for 
months or years, and some you may never see again. Hospitality matters. Make sure your planning includes 
planning for a warm welcome for all who come in multiple ways. See Dan Benedict’s, Christmas Eve 
Hospitality: Twelve Ways to Welcome.

http://www.gbod.org/resources/christmas-eve-hospitality-twelve-ways-to-welcome
http://www.gbod.org/resources/christmas-eve-hospitality-twelve-ways-to-welcome
http://www.gbod.org/resources/christmas-eve-hospitality-twelve-ways-to-welcome


Precisely because this “crowd” is so “irregular” in attendance, it will be important to make worship tonight as 
full of familiar hymns and actions as you can. You are unlikely to “wow” these people with lots of “cutting 
edge” music, liturgy, or actions. These folks have come to celebrate Christmas. They may not be simply 
disappointed, but actually angry if you mess with that too much. See my colleague Dean McIntyre’s insightful 
article, “Christmas Eve Musical Hospitality.”

This doesn’t mean you can’t plan something new here or there. A slightly different arrangement of a familiar 
Christmas hymn, or the addition of instrumentation, a new Christmas carol sung by the choir or a soloist, or a 
new focus on how you preach this night, all this could be welcomed.

But unless what you have offered in the past has been seriously problematic (like self-serve Communion, for 
example!), don’t change up the big things. Celebrate Word and Table. Light the candles. Start with “O Come 
Let Us Adore Him” (if that’s your usual beginning). Sing "Silent Night" while lighting candles. Go out on “Joy 
to the World” (or whatever bold, joyous Christmas hymn you typically use to conclude this service).

All of this means you should focus your efforts as a planning team on those slight tweaks that will keep this 
year’s service in continuity with your local traditions, while also making clear this is 2014, not 2013, 1994, or 
1954!

Develop a list of your most frequently repeated Christmas Eve traditions in the order in which they occur in the 
service. Then go through that list, one by one, and decide as a team which should remain as is, which should be 
tweaked in some way (and how), which you may discontinue with impunity, and which you must discontinue 
(like self-serve Communion, or singing too many songs about a sleeping baby Jesus, something that never once 
is recorded in the Scriptures!).

Next, following up on the “Think Series” materials below, decide how and where in this service you can weave 
threads that will be picked up in services, small-group meetings, activities, or personal devotional acts later in 
the season.

Finally, discern what one “one-off,” something you’ll do only this year, and what one new tradition, something 
you’ll further develop in the coming years, you want to include in this service tonight. Generally speaking, you 
don’t need more than one of each.

And remember two things above all: First, let tonight be both joyous and real. People should leave on a high 
note. And second, use tonight to launch a whole series of services and other activities through this season, and 
take the opportunity to invite the crowds who come to be part of each and every one of them they possibly can. 
They’re more likely to say Yes to your invitation if they’ve been warmly treated and feel joyous here. And 
they’re more likely to say, Yes, too, if instead of just announcing your series and saying, “Y’all come!” you give 
them real previews of what they can expect when they come—both by weaving those threads through the 
service tonight, and by running a “trailer video” or handing them a colorful flyer that “teases” what’s coming 
next. Don’t rely on just one. Plan and do both, and do both well!

Back to top.

Think Christmas Season Series!

Your Christmas Eve service should be a kickoff, an overture, if you will, for all of the services of the season to 
follow.

http://www.gbod.org/resources/christmas-eve-musical-hospitality
http://www.gbod.org/resources/christmas-eve-musical-hospitality


Overtures in an opera or a movie give a sampling of the musical and sometimes dramatic themes the opera or 
movie will later develop in full. Approach tonight just that way. As we’ve already suggested, build into worship 
not just a “trailer” you play once to invite folks to come back sometime this season, but threads you will develop 
further throughout the series to come. 

To do that, review together the classic services of this season, outlined below. Then think about the threads and 
pearls you see in them. The threads are themes that weave through one or more of these services. The pearls are 
the distinctive focuses of each service.

As you go through this list, your team may come up with a variety of threads and multiple pearls for each 
service. (I hope you do!). Your task is then to narrow this down to a manageable size, something you can 
develop in a tangible way in this service, and in a more thorough way in the services or activities that follow. 
Think no more than 3-4 threads for the series, and a single pearl per service or activity.

Christmas Season:Mystery, Martyrs and Magnificat

December 24: The birth in Bethlehem pointing toward the deliverance of the whole world, beginning with 
“Galilee of the Gentiles.”

December 25: The mystery of the incarnation. We read John’s prologue (John 1:1-14). “The word of God 
became flesh and dwelt among us. Light shines in the darkness, and darkness does not overcome it. And we 
have beheld his glory, the glory of the only-begotten Son of God.”

December 26: The Martyrdom of Stephen: “Behold, I see the heavens opened and the Son of Man standing at 
the right hand of God!” (Acts 7:56). It may seem “un-Christmassy” to deal with a martyr on the second day of 
the season, but Christians have kept this day after the celebration of Nativity/Incarnation to commemorate 
Stephen since at least the fourth century in Jerusalem. This day is at once solemn and joyous. It recalls a violent 
scene of persecution and execution, not unlike, in Luke’s telling, the execution of Jesus. And it does so against 
the backdrop of the coming of Christ in all his glory. As such, it reveals the nature of the life the Incarnate One 
and his followers can expect in this age, and the age to come.

December 27: The Feast of St. John the Evangelist. We move from martyr to gospel writer and evangelist who, 
as history, tradition, and the gospel of John, seem to indicate, died of natural causes in old age. We know almost 
nothing about John the man, but in a very real way this day is less about him and more about what he 
proclaimed about Jesus. This is a good day for a service beginning with the prologue (John 1:1-14, 
recapitulating Christmas Day) and continuing with “stations” built around the “I am” stations from John’s 
gospel.

December 28: The Feast of the Holy Innocents: Another “un-Christmassy” feel, this day commemorates the 
male infants and children slaughtered throughout Judea and Galilee by order of Herod the Great at news of the 
birth of “the King of the Jews.” We join “Rachel weeping for her children,” but also are challenged and 
strengthened to remember the seriousness of the spiritual and physical stakes of citizenship in the kingdom of 
God set loose in the birth of Jesus. This year, Holy Innocents also falls on the First Sunday of Christmas—so 
you may wish to choose which emphasis you will address on this Sunday.

First Sunday of Christmas (December 28, 2014):  The Presentation in the Temple. United Methodists do not 
typically celebrate the “Feast of the Presentation” or “Candlemas” (February 2, 33 days after Christmas), when 
Jesus was presented in the Temple. But today’s reading provides an opportunity to do so.

http://umcworship.blogspot.com/2013/10/christmas-season-mystery-martyrs-and.html
http://umcworship.blogspot.com/2013/10/christmas-season-mystery-martyrs-and.html


As noted just above, though, think carefully about whether this is the better approach for your community. If 
you are in a place that faces violence, you may find going with Holy Innocents makes more sense in your 
context.  

December 31/January 1: Feast of the Holy Name, remembering the circumcision and official naming of Jesus 
eight days after his birth. New Year’s Eve/Watchnight/Holy Name of Jesus/New Year’s Day resources are 
also available.

January 6 (or January 4) Epiphany: Epiphany culminates the Christmas Season with the celebration of the 
coming of the Magi, a sign the heavens themselves were declaring the glory of Jesus for all the world to see.

Do you have your threads narrowed down? Have you identified the pearls? Now, decide which of these may call 
for whole services (Christmas Day, First Sunday of Christmas (Innocents OR Presentation), Holy Name (New 
Year), which may call for smaller gatherings or activities (Christmas Day, Stephen) and which may be kept 
individually or in homes (John the Evangelist, Stephen).

Then plan out each service, being sure in each one to provide links to the previous and the next, and to the series 
as a whole.      

This is a rich, deep, season, inexhaustible in its possibilities. Do all you can this year to plumb those depths with 
and for your worshiping community.  
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Resources inThe United Methodist Book of Worship with links and other suggestions (for Christmas Eve)

Call to Worship: UMBOW, 213, "Christ is Born" (Luke)
Greeting: UMBOW, 271 (Luke)
Greeting: UMBOW, 273 (Titus)
Opening Prayer: UMBOW, 276 (Luke)
Blessing of the Nativity Scene: UMBOW, 280
Canticle: United Methodist Hymnal, 83, "Canticle of God's Glory" (Luke)
Alternate Response to Canticle: United Methodist Hymnal, 72, "Gloria, Gloria" (Luke)
Prayer: United Methodist Hymnal, 231, "Christmas" (Titus)
Ecumenical Cycle of Prayer: Ghana, Nigeria

Great Thanksgiving for Christmas Eve: UMBOW, 56-57

From Worship&Song—

God Rest You Merry, Gentlemen (3052) --  Luke
Bethlehem (3053)-- Luke
Gloria en las Alturas (3057)-- Luke
Jesus, Jesus, O What a Wonderful Child (3061-- Luke, Titus
See Him Lying on a Bed of Straw (3061)-- Luke, Titus
Spirit-Child Jesus (3062) -- Luke, Titus

http://www.gbod.org/worship/church-civic-holidays/watch-night-new-years-eve
http://www.gbod.org/worship/church-civic-holidays/watch-night-new-years-eve
http://www.gbod.org/worship/church-civic-holidays/epiphany-sunday
http://www.gbod.org/worship/church-civic-holidays/epiphany-sunday
http://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/prayer-cycle.html
http://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/prayer-cycle.html
http://www.worshipandsong.com
http://www.worshipandsong.com


On Christmas Night (3064) -- Luke, Titus, Isaiah (verse 4)
Welcome to Our World (3067) -- Luke, Titus

Alternative Services for Christmas Eve or Season

"A Christmas Eve Service of Las Posadas," UMBOW, 281
A Festival of Nine Lessons and Carols," UMBOW, 284

Finding Joy in Unexpected Places
by Safiyah Fosua

When Mary's baby was born
Calendars were renumbered
The heavens applauded
And a new star appeared in the sky.

The angels sang,
And shepherds came running into town.

Inquiring wise men brought gifts and unwittingly
Frightened King Herod when Mary's baby was born.

When Mary's baby walked this earth
People came from miles around to sit at his feet
And hear the wisdom that could only come from God.

They brought the sick, the lame,
And those who were troubled
In their minds.

The winds and the seas had to obey him
Because he was Emmanuel, God with us.

Formidable demons trembled
And ran away screaming
When Mary's baby walked upon this earth.

When Mary's baby died,
Even the earth was grieved,
The sun hid its face and refused to shine,
And the ground staggered and lost its footing
(Some called it an earthquake.)

Graves opened up and saints walked around
While Roman soldiers
Confessed that Mary's baby, Jesus, was the Son of God.



But now,
Mary's baby lives again
And is seated in heaven.

Mary's baby lives again
And is praying for you.

Mary's baby lives again
And makes it possible for you to have joy!

Christmas Eve Hospitality: Twelve Ways to 
Welcome
by Daniel Benedict 

Most congregations find they have to dust off the back pews on Christmas Eve. A lot of people 
show up for what is both a major feast of the church and a major cultural holiday. The following 
are some rather unsystematic suggestions for extending hospitality to all on Christmas Eve and 
at any other times that God welcomes strangers:

1. Address all people as participants in the worshiping community. Avoid talking to or 
printing notices that communicate in terms of "insiders" and "outsiders." We all are the 
recipients of God's welcome of strangers to the manger. Any hint that someone is perceived as an outsider 
is the same as saying, "No room in the inn!"

2. Avoid asking people to identify themselves as visitors. For every one person who likes that kind of 
attention, there are ten who do not.

3. Be clear about the page numbers if the expectation is that people will turn to hymns, prayers, or 
passages in pew Bibles.

4. Don't assume that anyone knows anything! Print it. Project it. Find some way to tell everyone in words 
or print where to find it.

5. Celebrate the church's faith without apology or hesitation. The Christmas Eve liturgy is the great 
rehearsal of the incarnation. Any who come want to be part of a living community's drama of welcoming 
Jesus. In doing so, they hope to discover again — or for the first time — who God is and who Jesus is — 
"up close and personal." Don't try to play to the audience. This is a glorious night full of God's splendor, 
mystery, and presence. Sing, pray, rejoice in all the ways your community is able. Deep joy and genuine 
excitement are contagious and appealing. Skip anything that is phony or contrived.

6. Be sure to keep a balance with more familiar carols and hymns if you use new music or songs. There 
are many lovely anthems where the choir sings something new as the congregation sings something 
familiar. (See "Christmas Eve Musical Hospitality"by Dean McIntyre.)

7. Encourage church members to show hospitality through attentiveness and warmth to those taking seats 
near them — making sure each person has a hymnal, a service bulletin, enough room, or a friendly word 
of guidance about where to turn in the hymnal. Ushers and greeters are important, but what will make a 
lasting and loving impression is the demonstration of grace and caring by the people in the pews who 
share the journey.

/lead-your-church/christmas/resource/christmas-eve-musical-hospitality
/lead-your-church/christmas/resource/christmas-eve-musical-hospitality


8. Offer options in times of services — one early service and another later service. Christmas Eve is a night 
when more is better as far as options are concerned — even in smaller-membership churches. 
Inconvenient for the pastor, musicians, ushers? Yes, but what are we to be about: convenience or worship 
and service? You might even consider a service on Christmas Day with the sharing of some food 
afterward. Those who have nowhere to go will be there!

9. Communicate clearly that people may participate as fully as they wish or that they may simply 
observe.

10. Be sure all know how they are to receive the elements of Holy Communion if you celebrate it (and 
why wouldn't you invite everyone to make his or her hands the manger for Jesus?). A simply worded 
notice in the bulletin or a brief explanatory word just before people partake will be a generous act of 
hospitality.

11. Love all the people just because they are there for this time, this holy night. Forget about wondering and 
worrying about whether or not they will come back.

12. Do leave breadcrumbs along the path so that if people want to come again, they know how and when to 
return. Bulletin notices or a special insert with worship times, how to contact the church office or pastors, 
and information about the church's distinctive ministries welcomes participation and sends the right 
signals. 

 

Additional Resources

 

For a very important theological and practical look at hospitality, see Patrick Keifert's Welcoming the Stranger 
(Augsburg Fortress Press, 1992).

For a practical and helpful orientation to hospitality, see Roger Swanson's and Shirley Clement's The Faith-
Sharing Congregation (Discipleship Resources, 1996).

 

 

 

 

 

Daniel Benedict is retired from the staff of the Center for Worship Resourcing of the General Board of 
Discipleship.  

Christmas Eve Musical Hospitality
by Dean McIntyre

http://www.augsburgfortress.org/store/idetail.jsp?redirected=true&ISBN=0800624920
http://bookstore.upperroom.org/cart/upperroom/p-16348.htm
http://bookstore.upperroom.org/cart/upperroom/p-16348.htm
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A few years ago, as I played the organ for our churchs late-night Christmas Eve service, I 
noticed a well-dressed thirty-something woman, alone in the pew, singing, praying, reading, 
and listening along with the rest of the congregation. As we moved from the opening 
celebration of "Joy to the World" and "Hark! The Herald Angels Sing," through the lessons 

and carols, into Holy Communion, and finally into the quiet and meditation of lighting candles and singing 
"Silent Night," I observed that she was no longer singing. As she stared at the flame of her own hand-held 
candle and stood in silence while the congregation spread the light and sang the carol, tears began to flow. After 
others had departed, she remained silent in her pew, still holding the now-extinguished candle. After I had 
closed up the organ, I approached her as subtly and gently as I could.

"Hello. Merry Christmas," I said softly with a smile. She gradually revealed that she was in town visiting friends 
for the holidays. And as she continued to dab at her tears through our conversation, I learned that she had lost 
both parents in a six-month period a few years earlier and that she had recently gone through a difficult divorce. 
She was obviously an emotionally vulnerable person, perhaps still grieving, perhaps still angry.

"You know, I was just fine tonight. My friends didnt want to come, which is okay with me. I really enjoyed the 
singing, the candles, the sermon, the Communion, and being with warm and wonderful people. But as I watched 
more and more candles being lit, and finally lit mine, and as we sang Silent Night so beautifully, I just fell apart. 
It made me remember Christmas Eves at home with my own family when I was a child and special times with 
my husband. Im not a person who breaks down and cries over such things, but it was those candles and Silent 
Night that did it to me. Im not sad — Im happy! And yet, Im crying and my stomach is tied in knots."

We talked for a short time longer, then I escorted her to her car and said goodbye. I wont soon forget what she 
said: "It was those candles and Silent Night that did it to me." She had identified something Ive known all my 
life, I think, and that is that at any time, music has the ability to engage people in deeply emotional and 
meaningful ways. It can trigger feelings and remembrances from the past, sometimes pleasant and sometimes 
not, sometimes welcome and sometimes not. The lighting of a candle or the singing of "Silent Night" on 
Christmas Eve can bring on a flood of recollections, images, feelings, emotions, and actions from the past; and 
that was what had happened to this young woman.

We church musicians and worship leaders exercise that kind of influence on our worshipers whenever we select, 
lead, or accompany their singing. And that influence is magnified many times at Christmas, when peoples 
emotions are already so close to the surface from the pressures and activities of the season: shopping, parties, 
church services, school programs, decorating, vacations, family visits. We must be aware all the time, but 
perhaps especially at Christmas Eve, that what we do with music may have a profound impact on people.



People want to experience the expected. They want to sing the familiar carols that are such an important part of 
their Christmas experience. They want to remember their past. And so let us be careful in how we sing and play 
these songs. Dont do strange things with the familiar rhythms, as I heard one organist do as he accompanied 
"We Three Kings" in a jazzy 5/4 meter, similar to Dave Brubecks "Take Five." Be careful about changing the 
words to the songs that people know and have cherished all their lives. Dont give in to the impulse to add all the 
rich harmonic elaborations and embellishments that can be added to "Silent Night," when what people want and 
expect is simplicity and familiarity. This may even be the only song they will ever sing in harmony, or from 
memory.

In his article, "Christmas Eve Hospitality: Twelve Ways to Welcome,"Dan Benedict cautions us to keep a 
balance between new and familiar music on Christmas Eve. I would normally champion this cause, especially 
throughout the year. But on Christmas Eve, I would caution for less balance, in favor of the familiar. At this 
time of the year, when peoples expectations are so high and their emotions so aroused, new and unfamiliar 
music — music that challenges people to struggle to learn and master the unknown — can actually be an 
intrusion and may be resented. New music should be done carefully and quite sparingly.

Let musical performance have its place, but not at the expense of encouraging and leading the people in active 
worship participation. Soloists, choirs, children, handbells, organists, instrumentalists — all have worked hard 
to prepare music for this night, and the sharing of their musical gifts can be a special part of the service. But do 
not let such offerings keep the people from one of the few activities that allow them to physically, verbally, and 
emotionally welcome and worship the new-born Savior. Dont ask the people to come on Christmas Eve to be 
spectators of a musical extravaganza.

I remember how at Christmas time my mother always did her work around the house. The cleaning, the 
decorating, cooking, rearranging of furniture, serving of the meals and snacks, singing at the organ with family 
and friends, telling stories and sharing our past experiences were all done with extraordinary love, care, and 
sensitivity to how our guests would experience these actions. As we select, plan, rehearse, and present the music 
of Christmas Eve, we must do so with the same kind of extraordinary love, care, and sensitivity. That is 
Christmas Eve hospitality at church.

Christmas Eve Call to Worship
The following would take place after any prelude music is presented. The church would then be plunged into 
total darkness. (I know, I know, there's the safety issue, but you'll probably do it again for the candlelight 
portion of the service.)
From various places in the congregation, voices will speak out the lines. Since they are short Scripture passages 
from the Advent Scriptures, they should be memorized.

Voice 1: "From ages past no one has heard, no ear has perceived, no eye has seen any God besides you, who 
works for those who wait for him." (Isaiah 64:4, NRSV)
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Voice 2: "Because of the grace of God that has been given you in Christ Jesus . . . you are not lacking in any 
spiritual gift as you wait for the revealing of our Lord Jesus Christ." (I Corinthians 1:4b,7, NRSV)

Voice 3: "Then the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all people shall see it together." (Isaiah 40:5, NRSV)

Voice 4: "Therefore, beloved, while you are waiting for these things, strive to be found by him at peace, without 
spot or blemish; and regard the patience of our Lord as salvation." (II Peter 3:14-15, NRSV)

Voice 5: "The voice of one crying out in the wilderness: 'Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.' " 
(Mark 1:3, NRSV)

Voice 6: "I will greatly rejoice in the Lord, my whole being shall exult in my God; for he has clothed me with 
the garments of salvation, he has covered me with the robe of righteousness." (Isaiah 61:10, NRSV)

Voice 7: "Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances; for this is the will of God in 
Christ Jesus for you." (I Thessalonians 5:16-18, NRSV)

Voice 8: "Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word. My soul magnifies the 
Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior." (Luke 1:38,46, NRSV)

Voice 9: "The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who lived in a land of deep 
darkness — on them light has shined." (Isaiah 9:2, NRSV)

Immediately following Voice 9, the lights would come up full, and the introduction for the congregational hymn 
would begin.

***

"Break Forth, O Beauteous Heavenly Light," No. 223, United Methodist Hymnal (or for a more contemporary 
service, "Shine, Jesus Shine," No. 2173, The Faith We Sing)

The Scripture quotations contained herein are from the New Revised Standard Version Bible, copyright © 1989, 
by the Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the U. S. A. Used by 
permission. All rights reserved.

Copyright © 1999 by Dr. Jeffrey N. Cartwright. Used by permission. All rights reserved.

Dr. Jeffrey N. Cartwright is the pastor of Union Deposit United Methodist Church in Hershey, Pennsylvania.

Candlelight Service for Christmas Eve: Scripture, 
Carols, and Communion

This service is a variation on a service of light -- an opposite of a tenebrae service.



The following candles should be placed on a table in the chancel area in preparation for the service. I use a 
variety of candle lengths and place them on various kinds of fabrics at varying heights for interest. Each candle 
symbolizes a character in the narrative. Candles will be lighted by an acolyte during the service as specified by 
the program notes included in this copy of the service.

Mary, Joseph and Baby candles are placed on a muslin or burlap fabric in the center of the table.
Mary -- light blue candle in simple ceramic candleholder
Joseph -- royal blue candle in simple ceramic candleholder, can be similar or identical to Mary's
Baby Jesus -- simple, clear round candleholder with white votive candle
The angel candles are yellow, placed in crystal candleholders on a glittery gold fabric directly behind the 
Mary and Joseph candles. One is taller than the others -- this is the Gabriel candle.
The shepherd candles are a variety of shades of green, placed in wooden candleholders on a green shade 
of fabric. These are placed to the left of the angel candles.
The king candles are a variety of shades of purple, placed in silver candlesticks on a fabric of red velvet. 
These are placed to the right of the angel candles.

In the liturgy, the congregation reads all that is printed in bold.

I print words to the hymns in the bulletin.

Feel free to substitute anthems, solos, or other service music.

For the lighting of the Advent Wreath this year, use choral or congregational music.

 

 

Mt. Sylvan United Methodist Church
Durham, North Carolina
Christmas Eve Service

December 24, 2009, 5:00 p.m. and 11:00 p.m.

 

CALL TO WORSHIP
Rejoice, for God is with us -- Emmanuel.
In the darkness of our world shines God's holy light.
Now there is reason to hope, to love, to laugh, to live.
God is truly with us. We are not alone.
Thanks be to God!

O Come, All Ye Faithful
O come, all ye faithful, joyful and triumphant,
O come ye, O come ye to Bethlehem.
Come and behold Him, born the King of angels,
O come, let us adore Him, O come, let us adore Him,
O come, let us adore Him, Christ the Lord.



True God of true God, Light from Light eternal.
Lo, He shuns not the virgin's womb.
Son of the Father, begotten, not created.
O come, let us adore Him, O come, let us adore Him,
O come, let us adore Him, Christ the Lord.

Sing, choirs of angels, sing in exultation.
Sing all ye citizens of heaven above!
Glory to God, all glory in the highest!
O come, let us adore Him, O come, let us adore Him,
O come, let us adore Him, Christ the Lord.

See how the shepherds, summoned to His cradle,
leaving their flocks, draw nigh to gaze.
We too would thither bend our joyful footsteps.
O come, let us adore Him, O come, let us adore Him,
O come, let us adore Him, Christ the Lord.

Yea, Lord, we greet Thee, born this happy morning,
Jesus, to Thee be all glory given.
Word of the Father, now in flesh appearing,
O come, let us adore Him, O come, let us adore Him,
O come, let us adore Him, Christ the Lord.

OPENING PRAYER
Gracious God,
With joy and thanksgiving we gather as your people.
We have come to hear again the timeless story of Christ's birth.
In the excitement of this night, quiet our hearts
that we may know the peace and fullness of this holy time.
Shine, O Light, in the darkness of our world.
Sing, O angels, in the stillness of our hearts,
"Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace among those God favors."
This we pray in the name of the Child of Bethlehem. Amen.

(People are seated -- all lights are dimmed -- DARKNESS except altar candles, Chrismon tree and Advent 
wreath candles)

 

The Prophecy of the Messiah
Isaiah 9:2, 6-7, John 1:1-2, 4-5

The Lighting of the Christ Candle
Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace, Wonderful Counselor, Almighty God,
Emmanuel, Emmanuel, God with us, Emmanuel.

 

The Coming of Jesus Is Announced to Mary and Joseph
Luke 1:26-38, Matthew 1:18-25



I Choose You (Rachel Lampa)
Kristin Sawyer, soloist

(As soloist sings, Gabriel candle and Mary and Joseph candles are lighted.)

 

The Preparations for the Birth of Jesus
Luke 2:1-5

O Little Town of Bethlehem
O little town of Bethlehem, how still we see thee lie,
Above thy deep and dreamless sleep, the silent stars go by.
Yet in thy dark street shineth the everlasting light.
The hopes and fears of all the years are met in thee tonight.

 

Jesus is Born
Luke 2:6-7

Away in a Manger
Away in a manger, no crib for a bed,
the little Lord Jesus lay down His sweet head.
The stars in the sky look down where He lay,
the little Lord Jesus asleep on the hay.

(As congregation sings, the Baby Jesus candle is lighted.
House lights go up one notch.)

Anthem: "O Holy Night," Adult Choir

 

Jesus' Birth is Announced to the Shepherds
Luke 2:9-14

It Came Upon the Midnight Clear
It came upon the midnight clear that glorious song of old
From angels bending near the earth to touch their harps of gold
Peace on the earth, good will to men, from heaven's all gracious King.
The world in solemn stillness lay to hear the angels sing.

(While congregation sings, the angel candles are lighted.
House lights go up a notch,)

The First Noel
The first noel the angels did say was to certain poor shepherds in fields as they lay.
In fields where they lay keeping their sheep on a cold winter's night that was so deep.
Noel, noel, noel, noel. Born is the King of Israel



(While congregation sings, the shepherd candles are lighted.
House lights go up one notch.)

 

The Shepherds Find the Baby Jesus
Luke 2:15-18

The Wise Men Bring Their Gifts to Jesus
Matthew 2:1-11

The First Noel
And by the light of that same star, three wise men came from county far.
To seek for a king was their intent, and to follow the star wherever it went.
Noel, noel, noel, noel.
Born is the King of Israel.
Then entered in the wise men three, full reverently upon the knee.
And offered there in His presence their gold and myrrh and frankincense.
Noel, noel, noel, noel.
Born is the King of Israel.

(While congregation sings, the king candles are lighted.
House lights go up to full light.)

We Offer Our Gifts to God
Offertory

Offertory Response
So bring him incense, gold, and myrrh, come, peasant, king, to own Him.
The King of Kings salvation brings. Let loving hearts enthrone Him.
This, this is Christ the King whom shepherds guard and angels sing.
Haste, haste to bring him laud the Babe, the Son of Mary.

Meditation by Dr. Greener

PRAYER OF CONFESSION and PARDON
Merciful God, we confess that often we find darkness more comfortable than light.
We confess that we find your good news frightening and unsettling,
especially when we consider its demands as well as its promises.
We confess that Christmas has become more to us than the birthday of the Christ,
partly because we do not want a Christ-Child in our lives or in our world.
Forgive us, break us, bend us, remake us.
Give us the courage to lay ourselves open to the wonder and healing of your coming.
Be born again into our world, be born again into our hearts and lives.
Hear now our silent and personal confessions as we prepare ourselves for your nativity.

The true light that enlightens all has come into the world.
That light shines on in the darkness, and the darkness has never been able to put it out.
This is the good news: God has heard our confession. God has forgiven our sin.
Thanks be to God!



THE GREAT THANKSGIVING

THE LORD'S PRAYER

BREAKING THE BREAD

GIVING THE BREAD AND CUP

 

MUSIC DURING COMMUNION
Born to Die

Tanya Watkins, soloist

 

PRAYER AFTER COMMUNIONWe are filled with joy for we have heard good news of great joy.
We are filled with love for we have tasted the sign of God's great love.
We are filled with hope for the angels still sing in our world
and there is a Light for us to follow.

 

THE PASSING OF THE LIGHT
Silent Night
Silent night, holy night, all is calm, all is bright.
Round yon virgin, mother and Child, Holy Infant, so tender and mild.
Sleep in heavenly peace. Sleep in heavenly peace.

Hark! The Herald Angels Sing
Hark! The herald angels sing, "Glory to the newborn King!
Peace on earth and mercy mild, God and sinners reconciled.
Joyful all ye nations rise, join the triumph of the skies.
With angelic hosts proclaim, "Christ is born in Bethlehem!"
Hark! The herald angels sing, "Glory to the newborn King."

Christ, by highest heaven adored, Christ the everlasting Lord.
Late in time behold him come, offspring of a virgin's womb.
Veiled in flesh, the Godhead see. Hail the incarnate Deity.
Pleased as man with men to dwell, Jesus, our Emmanuel.
Hark! the herald angels sing, Glory to the newborn King.

Hail the heaven born Prince of Peace! Hail the Son of Righteousness!
Life and light to all He brings, risen with healing in His wings.
Mild He lays His glory by. Born that man no more may die.
Born to raise the sons of earth, born to give us second birth.
Hark! the herald angels sing, Glory to the newborn King.



BENEDICTION
Joy to the World
Joy to the world! The Lord is come. Let earth receive her king.
Let every heart prepare Him room and heaven and nature sing,
And heaven and nature sing, and heaven, and heaven and nature sing.

He rules the world with truth and grace and makes the nations prove?
The glories of His righteousness and wonders of His love,
And wonders of His love, and wonders, wonders of His love.

 

 

 

 

If you have questions, please contact Kathie Wilkinson at elshabach@aol.com or
Kathie Wilkinson
Mt. Sylvan UMC
5731 North Roxboro Road
Durham, North Carolina 27712
919-471-0032

 

Copyright © 2009 Kathie Wilkinson. Published with permission by The General Board of Discipleship of The 
United Methodist Church, PO Box 340003; Nashville TN 37203-0003; telephone 877-899-2780, ext. 7070; 
website: http://www.umcworship.org

2014 Advent Wreath Meditations: Christmas Eve 
(McIntyre)
by Dean McIntyre
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Christmas Eve: December 24, 2014

[NOTE: On this night, the lighting of the four Advent candles and the center white 
Christ candle takes place in the service during the reading of the Gospel lesson. 
Just prior to the reading, light the four Advent candles.]

In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be 
registered. This was the first registration and was taken while Quirinius was 
governor of Syria. All went to their own towns to be registered.

Joseph also went from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to the city of David 
called Bethlehem, because he was descended from the house and family of David. 
He went to be registered with Mary, to whom he was engaged and who was 
expecting a child. And she gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in bands 
of cloth, and laid him in a manger, because there was no place for them in the inn.

[Light the Christ candle.]

In that region there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their flock by night. Then an angel 
of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. But the 
angel said to them, “Do not be afraid; for see – I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people: to 
you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord. This will be a sign for you: you 
will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger.”

And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host, praising God and saying, "Glory to 
God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace among those whom he favors.”

When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, “Let us go now to 
Bethlehem and see this thing that has taken place, which the Lord has made known to us.” So they went with 
haste and found Mary and Joseph, and the child lying in the manger. When they saw this, they made known 
what had been told them about this child; and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds told them. 
But Mary treasured all these words and pondered them in her heart. The shepherds returned, glorifying and 
praising God for all they had heard and seen, as it had been told them. (Luke 2:1-20, NRSV.)

ALL: COME, LORD JESUS. AMEN.

Song Suggestions:

“Still, Still, Still,” Worship & Song, no. 3066
“Thou Didst Leave Thy Throne,” The Faith We Sing, no. 2100
“What Child Is This,” The United Methodist Hymnal, no. 219

 

Links

Advent Wreath Candlelighting Meditations for Home and Church – 2014

First Sunday of Advent

Second Sunday of Advent

http://lectionary.library.vanderbilt.edu/texts.php?id=52#gospel_reading
http://www.gbod.org/resources/advent-wreath-candlelighting-meditations-for-home-and-church-2014
http://www.gbod.org/resources/2014-advent-wreath-meditations-first-sunday-of-advent-mcintyre
http://www.gbod.org/resources/2014-advent-wreath-meditations-second-sunday-of-advent-mcintyre


Third Sunday of Advent

Fourth Sunday of Advent
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Notes for Luke 2:1-20
Notes for Isaiah 9:2-7
Notes for Titus 2:11-14

Notes forLuke 2:1-20

When I was serving in the local church, every year at Christmas I would become the recipient of all different 
kinds of angels. Handmade angels, pewter angels, angels made out of corncobs and fabric and cotton. White 
angels, gold angels, angels with curly hair and straight hair. Angel pins, guardian angels, glass angels, angel 
Christmas ornaments. And so, each year my Christmas tree is adorned with angels of all types. I’ve got angels 
hanging in my windows, angels on my fireplace mantle, and angels on top of my piano.

At first, I thought everyone was giving me angels because I must have reminded them of an angel! But then I 
realized that angels were just very popular not just at Christmastime, but year-round. People just love angels.

Now I have to say, all of the angels that I have received over the years are, across the board, entirely female. I 
don’t have any male angels at all. Furthermore, it seems to me that the angels I have in my home are not at all 
the same type that we read about in the Scriptures. What I mean by that is that nowhere in the Scriptures do 
angels come off as things of delicate beauty that inspire comfort in the hearts of those who encounter them. In 
fact, quite the opposite is true.

The Bible says that sometimes angels come disguised as mortals, like the two men the Lord sent to check out 
the situation in Sodom after Lot had begged the Lord not to destroy that wicked city. In reflecting upon that 
story, the writer of Hebrews later observed that perhaps we have all, in meeting a stranger, entertained some 
angel unaware. If so, let us hope that we did not mistreat him or her.

But most of the time in the Bible, whenever an angel appears, the angel comes unmistakably as a messenger of 
God. And always, no matter what the message is, the sight of the angel alone is something that strikes terror into 
the heart of the beholder. Other than comments about angels causing fear, there is absolutely no description in 
the Bible of what any angel looks like beyond John’s brief observation that the angels at the tomb were dressed 
in white.

Perhaps the reason angels are always pictured as having wings comes from the book of Revelation, which 
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speaks of an angel flying in mid-heaven. When the first artist gave his or her rendition of that vision in a 
painting, that person must have supposed that any creature that could fly must have a set of wings on its back. 
Other painters later, no doubt, copied the work of those who painted earlier, and so the tradition came to be 
established that angels have wings. As for the halo tradition, it could be based on various places where the 
angels are described as shining with the glory of God. But nowhere in the Bible is any detailed description of 
any angel ever given.

So it seems all we can really do is guess when it comes to talking about angels. That's the trouble with them. Of 
all of the characters in the Christmas story, angels are probably the most difficult to understand. We can 
understand Joseph to some extent. We can understand Mary, even though she is more complicated, if we stretch 
our imaginations a little. But how can we understand these creatures, these angels, who exist beyond the realm 
of time and space, and which can be seen only when they choose to appear, and whose very appearance 
frightens human beings out of their wits?

The first angel to appear in the story of the birth of Jesus is the angel who visited Zechariah. Zechariah was a 
priest and an old man, and he was married to Elizabeth, who was too old to have any children. For many years, 
Zechariah and Elizabeth had been praying to God that Elizabeth would have a baby, even after both of them 
knew full well that it was a hopeless request. But then, one day when Zechariah was on duty in the Temple in 
Jerusalem (because as a Temple priest, it was his turn to burn incense at the altar of the Lord in the daily service 
of ritual sacrifice), an angel of the Lord appeared to him, standing on the right side of the altar. And of course, 
Zechariah was scared out of his mind, because even though there was a crowd outside, he was inside the holy 
part of the temple all by himself with this frightening creature. But before he could think of what to do, the 
angel spoke to him and told him not to be afraid because the angel was there to bring the message that God had 
heard Zechariah's prayer and that his wife Elizabeth was going to have a son. They were to name the boy John, 
and John would be a great man of God, filled with the Holy Spirit. He would and cause many people to turn 
back to religion and righteousness. After the angel left him, Zechariah stumbled out of the holy part of the 
temple, back out to where the worshipers were gathered. They could see by his face that he had experienced 
something spectacular because whatever it was had left the old priest completely speechless.

Six months later, the angel appeared to Mary, who was engaged to Joseph. The angel told her that she was about 
to become pregnant -- before she was married. We can imagine that this news tormented Mary so much that she 
almost forgot to be afraid of the angel for a moment. But Mary, like Zechariah, was apparently also greatly 
affected by the appearance of the angel. Luke tells us that her soul was opened up to being filled with the spirit 
of servanthood, and she sang her song of praise to the Lord for choosing her for that magnificent role.

Both of these accounts of angels appearing are taken from the first chapter of Luke. In the second chapter, the 
reading for Christmas Eve, Luke says there went out a decree from Caesar Augustus that all the world should be 
taxed. Joseph and Mary went to Bethlehem to register for the census; and while they were there, Mary gave 
birth to Jesus in a stable and laid him in a manger because there was no room for them at the inn. Then Luke 
reports that in the countryside around Bethlehem ,the angel of the Lord appeared to some shepherds who were 
standing guard over their sheep in the night. When the angel of the Lord appeared, the glory of the Lord shone 
all around, and the shepherds were terribly afraid.

If we consider, then, these three descriptions of encounters with the angel of the Lord, we have to agree that any 
painting, or sculpture, or figure, or ornament, or pin that we have ever seen of an angel, no matter how bright 
the colors are painted, or how much gold and glitter was used, or even if it was lit from the inside with a tiny 
light bulb -- these depictions cannot possibly resemble in any significant way what Zechariah and Mary and the 
shepherds at Bethlehem encountered.

But what has any of this got to do with those who will gather in your sanctuary to welcome the birth of Christ in 



the world on Christmas Eve this year? What do these stories about angels have to do with the real world in 
which we now live? I would suggest what it has to do with our situation today is that the world we live in is 
troubling at best and as frightening as an encounter with an angel at worst.

It is a world in which, although the economy is improving in some places, the vast majority of people on 
earth live in poverty.
It is a world that has been ravaged by disease and famine and natural disasters of every kind in this past 
year.
It is a world in which we know that as even as we sit in the comfort of our warm, beautifully decorated 
and softly lit sanctuaries on this holy night, many of our young servicemen and women are far away 
serving in active duty in the military because it takes power and might to protect our interests.
It is a world in which homeless families are sleeping in shelters or on the streets on this holiest of nights, 
while others are hanging on to what little they possess by a thread.
It is a world where racial unrest, turmoil, grief, anger, sickness and pain sweep across the headlines, if not 
across the nation and around the globe, each and every day.

 

As you prepare to preach on this Christmas Eve, consider the state of our world as we approach the end of 2014. 
You might begin your reflection by asking yourself who among us is receiving any visitation from the angel of 
the Lord. Where is God in all of this? Is God present with us in any way? Or is God simply watching over us 
from a distance? Is the angel of the Lord even a part of our real world, or are angels simply figures that we 
unpack with all the other Christmas paraphernalia and decorations that we put up and then take down and pack 
away in a box before the new year comes?

I wish I didn't have to ask such disturbing questions at Christmastime. I wish I could keep it warm and cozy and 
as sweet as an innocent baby lying in a manger. But that's the hard part of trying to deal with angels. It is a scary 
business, and the reality of both angels and our world situation demand that our hearts be troubled before our 
souls can be properly prepared to receive the tidings of joy that come from God alone.

As you prepare to gather with your congregation on this holy night, pray fervently that the presence of the only 
one who can grant peace, joy, hope, and light to this world may be known among you. Pray that our gracious 
God, who holds the security of all of our futures, may grant that your community will receive good tidings of 
great joy, and that the glory of the Lord may shine around you.

Back to top.

Notes forIsaiah 9:2-7

It has been difficult for me to read this passage in light of recent events: demonstrations and protests in 
Ferguson, Missouri, New York City, Hong Kong, Washington D.C., and other cities around the globe; reports of 
mudslides and flooding in California; record-breaking snowfall in the northeast; and what seems like a never-
ending stream of troubling news flowing twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, from the media. I know 
that the cable news channels must continually pound out the drumbeat of bad news in order to keep their ratings 
up, but I don’t buy the argument that the media generates the news. Perhaps the coverage may be overzealous, 
but media moguls didn’t create the conditions about which people find it necessary to protest. We live in a 
troubled time in history. Oppression and despair and sin continue to abound, in every city and every town. 
Protests only serve to draw our attention for a short time to the pain and injustice that surrounds us all the time.

http://lectionary.library.vanderbilt.edu/texts.php?id=52#hebrew_reading


This passage from Isaiah reads as a promise of real and tangible hope for a people just like us. It is not, 
however, a sentimental, cozy, baby-sleeping-peacefully-in-the-cradle kind of hope. The book of Isaiah is, first 
and foremost, a political text. While we may read into this hymn the hope that has come to us through Jesus 
Christ, most scholars believe this was part of a coronation ritual written for a Judean king. Some believe that it 
was written for the coronation of Hezekiah after he succeeded his father Ahaz as King of Judah, while others 
think the hymn was written to celebrate the birth of an unnamed crown prince sometime after 732. Either way, if 
it is part of a ritual ceremony, it was written about a king who would become a source of real and tangible hope 
for a people reeling from the ravages of strife and war.

If we read this text on Christmas Eve and suggest that it is simply a prophetic announcement about Jesus, and 
further imply that it isn’t a political passage but rather a poetic and metaphorical source of inspiration and 
spiritual refreshment for us on a night when the politics of this broken world in which we live ought to be the 
furthest thing from our minds, then we miss the opportunity to talk about the very real political dimensions of 
Jesus’ life and witness. We miss the opportunity to preach about the meaning of his incarnation. Jesus came, 
after all, not just to offer us forgiveness for our individual sins, but to transform the world into a place of peace 
and justice for all. Transforming the world is not easy, and Jesus paid a high price for his actions. But it is 
precisely those actions on behalf of the least of these among us that gives hope to us for a real transformation in 
this broken and sinful world.

While it might be a risk to bring up the state of the world on Christmas Eve, I hope it is a risk we will all take, 
especially this year, when there is so much visible pain and suffering and brokenness going on that it has 
become impossible for us to put it aside or ignore it, even for one evening. Indeed, in my opinion it would be an 
active participation in sin to put the reality of the world aside when we step into the pulpit on this night, even on 
an evening when perhaps we would rather just focus on a sweet and innocent baby in a manger. But if we are 
going to be prophetic and relevant “for such a time as this,” we must invite our holy texts to confront the truth of 
our present world circumstances.

Emmanuel means God is with us. In Jesus Christ, God has stepped into this broken and messy world and set 
into motion the possibility for real healing. In Jesus Christ, the healing has begun. That is the very essence of the 
incarnation. Let us not ignore it.

I find Mark Douglas to be very helpful when he writes, “Any attempt to separate politics from the holy risks 
missing the chance to see God working in and through the political world. For the first political act in Isaiah's 
theology—and perhaps in a Christmas Eve theology as well—is to see the world and its politics differently: not 
as a field of heroic struggle against overwhelming force (though it may feel that way) or a prison in which 
humans are stoically trapped (though it sometimes seems so), but as a site of divine activity. There is hope 
because God is already working here, and there is renewal because the God who is already working is 
establishing a reign of justice and righteousness—even, and perhaps especially, on Christmas Eve” (Feasting on 
the Word: Preaching the Revised Common Lectionary,Year B, Volume 1: Advent through Transfiguration).

Back to top.

Notes forTitus 2:11-14

The grace that has been born into the world through the birth of Jesus Christ is meant to bring salvation to all, 
writes the author of Titus. All means all. It is precisely this grace that frees us to be able to live as people with 
hope, even in the midst of a world filled with sin and sorrow.
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What might it look like if every person who has received the grace of Jesus Christ were to be truly transformed 
by it? How might we behave differently? What impieties and worldly passions would we need to give up in 
order to live as people who have truly been transformed? What about our lives is not yet under control, upright, 
and godly?

Try to imagine a world where every person thought of every other human being on the planet as equally 
valuable and important to him or her.

How would that change not just the way we treat, but the way we look at the homeless, mentally ill 
person we pass every day on the street and silently judge?
How would it change the way we look at the group of young black men walking together through an alley 
or along a city sidewalk?
How would it change the way we see the disabled, the disenfranchised, and those of a different color or 
ethnicity?
How would it change the way we view the illegal workers who provide underpaid service in the kitchens 
of the restaurants where we eat, the homes in which we live, the children for whom we are responsible, 
the elderly who need in-home care, and the pristine, manicured lawns we so desire to have?
How would it change the way we vote, the way we live, the choices we make about how we spend our 
money and our time every single day?

This passage is not just a promise. It is a call to open our eyes and see ALL the children of the world, ALL of the 
ones for whom Christ gave himself, “that he might redeem us from all iniquity and purify for himself a people 
of his own who are zealous for good deeds.”
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Christmas Eve/Christmas Day (Nativity of the Lord) 

Glorious God, we sing with the angels to celebrate the tremendous gift of your Son Jesus! We rejoice with 
gladness. You give us wonderful joy and peace in our Savior. May we exult in your goodness with the 
exhilaration of children opening presents. As we bring our offerings, we ask that our lives would reflect your 
joy and generosity. We pray through Christ our Lord. Amen. (Luke 2)
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