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"Christmas was a season of song that wrapped itself
about you like a shawl. But it warmed more than your
body. It warmed your heart...filled it, too, with melody
that would last forever."
		
-Bess Streeter Aldrich

Foreword
Plato said, "Music and rhythm find their way into the secret places of
the soul." Those words are never truer than at Christmas time.
Music unites people, moves people and touches their hearts and
minds. Essays and books have been written describing the power
of music to change moods, lift spirits and even bring healing to
people's lives.
Christmas has become a season of changing traditions and
remembering traditions. Churches are crowded and people
want to sing the music from Christmases past, comforted by and
enjoying their memories.
The familiar lyrics are often sung with joy, but not always with
great thought to their message. This Advent season we will look
at the lyrics of Christmas with renewed interest. The Christmas
hymns have been preserved because the lyrics were inspired by
God's Spirit, through people of faith.
Music is a powerful way to communicate the gospel. Christmas is
the season to celebrate Christ's birth. Holiday music will play in
churches, in malls, in restaurants and in concert halls throughout
the city. But are people really listening to the message of those
familiar songs?
The Advent season is a time to celebrate the birth of Christ
and devote each day to honoring him as Emmanuel, God with us.
Our prayer is that the lyrics of Christmas will remind you and
move you to worship our Savior each day. Jesus: God's perfect
gift of love.

Let heaven and nature sing . . .

Christians, awake, salute the happy morn
Whereon the Savior of the world was born.
Rise to adore the mystery of love
Which hosts of angels chanted from above,
With them the joyful tidings first begun
Of God incarnate and the virgin's Son.
Then may we hope, th'angelic hosts among,
To sing, redeemed, a glad triumphal song.
He that was born upon this joyful day
Around us all His glory shall display.
Saved by His love, incessantly we sing
Eternal praise to Heav'n's almighty King.
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Christians Awake
Sunday, November 30

Today is the first Sunday of Advent. People will arrive at church today grateful for
the time they spent with families and friends, gathered around the Thanksgiving
table. Some will arrive tired from a day of decorating, or shopping, or some of
both. But this morning, this day of worship, this first Sunday of Advent, should be
solely about Jesus. We should go to worship today, awake and ready to rise and adore
God incarnate, the virgin's Son.
John Byrom wrote those words as a gift to his daughter, Dolly. The hymn was
written and placed in an envelope under the tree for Christmas Day because that
was the gift that Dolly had requested. In 1745, Byrom was playing with Dolly,
who was a special needs child. Byrom was a significant landowner, a respected
author and had great wealth. But none of his possessions could purchase what his
daughter most needed. Dolly's dad wanted her to know that Christmas Day was a
morning to remember that Jesus was born to give hope, bring joy and to provide
salvation by his love Byrom wrote: incessantly we sing, Eternal praise to Heaven's almighty King.
It is the first Sunday of Advent and our world needs Awakening. A lot of people
will go to the mall today instead of church. A lot of people will attend church, but
never truly worship. This first Sunday of the season when you stand to sing, rise to
adore the mystery of love; Which hosts of angels chanted from above; With them the joyful tidings first
begun; Of God incarnate and the virgin's Son.
As you sing, think of the lyrics of each song and make them an offering of love
to God. Thank him for Christmas – thank him for Jesus. Walk into church
today awake because you choose to incessantly worship the One who deserves
all our praise.
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O come, O come, Emmanuel,
And ransom captive Israel,
That mourns in lonely exile here
Until the Son of God appear.
O come, Thou Day-spring, come and cheer
Our spirits by Thine advent here;
Disperse the gloomy clouds of night
And death's dark shadows put to flight.
Rejoice! Rejoice! Emmanuel shall come to thee, O Israel.

Let Heaven & Nature Sing

O Come, O Come,
Emmanuel
Monday, December 1
John Mason Neale composed his hymn, hoping to unify the Catholic Church
and the Church of England with the common knowledge that the Advent season
was a time to look forward to the birth of their Messiah, Jesus. Emmanuel came
for everyone.
Israel had been held captive by conquering nations for much of her history. They
looked forward to the time when their Messiah would come, and ransom those
in exile. Their Messiah did come, to a stable in Bethlehem, an unlikely place for
the Son of God to appear. Most of Israel would not receive their ransom because
they did not celebrate their Messiah. They wanted an earthly king to ransom and
improve their earthly lives. Jesus, our Day-spring, paid the ransom for our earthly
lives and provided salvation instead.
The word "Day-spring" means the rising of the sun, a new day dawning. The
Advent season is a time to look forward to celebrating Christ's birth. Jesus was a
new beginning for the people of Israel, for all of God's creation. Israel was given a
New Covenant relationship with God, through his Son.
Each day people receive Jesus as their Savior and receive God's Holy Spirit. God's
Spirit is Emmanuel, God with us. As you begin the Advent season, rejoice that
you understand "the reason for the season." Rejoice that Jesus is with you, every
moment of every day. He came to give you an abundant life (John 10:10).
Each day of this holy holiday, rejoice, praising and worshiping the triune God
for coming to ransom you and save you. Spend quiet moments each day of the
Advent season praising and praying, O Come, O Come, Emmanuel. Then rejoice, rejoice!
Emmanuel shall come to thee – to God's people, his Israel.
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Lo, how a Rose e'er blooming from tender stem hath sprung!
Of Jesse's lineage coming, as men of old have sung.
It came, a floweret bright, amid the cold of winter,
When half spent was the night.
O Savior, Child of Mary, who felt our human woe,
O Savior, King of glory, who dost our weakness know;
Bring us at length we pray, to the bright courts of Heaven,
And to the endless day!
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Lo, How a Rose
E'er Blooming
Tuesday, December 2
The prophet Isaiah wrote, "And there shall come forth a rod out of the stem of
Jesse, and a Branch shall grow out of his roots" (11:1). Isaiah 35:1 reads, "The
wilderness and the solitary place shall be glad for them; and the desert shall
rejoice, and blossom as the rose." The rose is Jesus.
Lo, How a Rose E'er Blooming was written by an unknown German composer. Jesus,
the Child of Mary, felt our human woe and understands our weaknesses. Whatever
your circumstances are this Christmas, Jesus understands with perfect compassion.
He was a human being too.
The greatest miracle of Christmas is that Jesus entered the world as a tiny infant,
and, as the hymn teaches, was a Rose – that would bloom forever. Jesus was born
in Bethlehem so that he could die in Jerusalem, and be resurrected to dwell in the
bright courts of heaven forever.
One of my most treasured gifts was given when my family took me to see the
Broadway production of Disney's Beauty and the Beast. The gift was a red rose,
presented to me by my boys. The rose in the story represents the importance of
learning to sacrificially love someone else. The Beast needed to love before the red
rose died in order to once again become a prince. My red rose was a precious gift,
because of what it represented.
We spend a lot of time and energy this time of year choosing gifts for those we
love. Plan, shop, wrap and enjoy giving to others. But let's consider who on our
list might need to receive the Rose honored in the hymn. Who needs to receive
Jesus, the most precious gift of Christmas?
Pray for that person today, and then pray again tomorrow and each day following.
Ask God to show you how to present that person with the Bethlehem Rose. The
most valuable gift to receive this Christmas is the knowledge that someone you
care about will live with you forever in the bright courts of heaven, blooming eternally
with Jesus, our Rose.
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And by the light of that same star
Three wise men came from country far;
To seek for a king was their intent,
And to follow the star wherever it went.
Then entered in those wise men three
Full reverently upon their knee,
and offered there in his presence
Their gold, and myrrh, and frankincense.
Then let us all with one accord
Sing praises to our heavenly Lord;
That hath made heaven and earth of naught,
And with his blood mankind hath bought.
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The First Noel
Wednesday, December 3

Noël is the French word for Christmas. The author of the hymn is unknown, but
the hymn has been sung since the seventeenth century. The events surrounding
"the first Noël," the first Christmas, are celebrated every Advent season.
The wise men probably did not come to the manger in Bethlehem, to see the
newborn Jesus. Jesus, Mary and Joseph probably moved to a house in the region
and the Magi arrived there sometime in the first two years of Jesus' life. What
is known, is that the Magi traveled a long distance, following God's star. They
wanted to worship the new King. The Magi approached Jesus with reverence
and presented him their valuable gifts. The Magi have been an example to God's
people since "the first Noël."
The Christmas story is found in books, in children's plays and even in some
Christmas shows on television. The Magi are usually pictured at the manger,
more out of convenience or tradition than theology. But the Magi set an
appropriate example for those of us who follow Jesus, and want to give
him our worship.
The Magi didn't approach Jesus with a casual greeting. They knelt before him as
their King. The Magi didn't present Jesus with a token gift. The gifts they gave
were of high value. They knelt before a small child, but treated him as royalty.
So let us all with one accord sing praises to our heavenly Lord. May our praise and worship
come from a place of reverent awe and may we bring sacrificial gifts to honor him
as King. One day, there will be a last Noël. Follow Jesus today, and you will
follow him to heaven on that day as well.
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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.
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It Came Upon a
Midnight Clear
Thursday, December 4
The author of the lyrics, Edward Hamilton Sears, was a graduate of Harvard
Divinity School, and a Unitarian preacher. It Came Upon a Midnight Clear was sung
for the first time in 1849 and has been sung every Christmas since. The hymn
found its way into the mainline Christian denominations, even though the name
of Jesus is never mentioned.
For many, peace on earth, means an absence of war. For Christians, peace on earth
means the presence of Christ through the trials of war and other difficulties. The
Bible doesn't promise an end to wars until the end of the world. When that day
comes the whole world will send back the song, which now the angels sing.
We should pray for our troops on this day of the Advent season. Is there a way
you and your family can honor those who serve our country in the military? Our
peace on earth has come at a great price for their families. God's peace came
at the highest price. "God so loved the world that he gave his son" (John 3:16).
That is the powerful message of Christmas. God gave everything so that in all
circumstances of life, you could have his peace. Do you feel his peace today? Have
the calendar and your choice of commitments stolen God's peace from your soul?
How can you reclaim the peace that Christ was born to give?
The hymn suggests we pause in solemn stillness. The rush of the season can rob you
of God's peace and God's purpose for the season. Find some time to approach
God's throne in solemn stillness. Paul wrote, "In everything, by prayer and
petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And the peace of God,
which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in
Christ Jesus" (Philippians 4:6-7).
If you can't find a time of solemn stillness until late tonight, that's okay. Maybe
you will find that the midnight sky will be the perfect time to listen for God's
voice, and hear his angels sing. Their Christmas message is, Peace on the earth, goodwill to men, from heaven's all-gracious King.

advent 2014

God rest ye merry, gentlemen
Let nothing you dismay
Remember, Christ, our Savior
Was born on Christmas day
To save us all from Satan's power
When we were gone Astray
Now to the Lord sing praises
All you within this place
And with true love and brotherhood
Each other, now embrace
This holy tide of Christmas
All other doth deface
O tidings of comfort and joy
Comfort and joy
O tidings of comfort and joy
Tidings of joy
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God Rest Ye
Merry Gentlemen
Friday, December 5
It is easy to go astray this time of year. Our culture has redefined Christmas to be
about things unrelated to Christ. Satan has exerted his power into the season and
paying attention to Satan will lead us astray. But we have tidings of comfort and joy –
we can rest, be merry and live without dismay. Christ our Savior was born to save
us from Satan's power – an unholy power over us, and over our holiday.
The author of God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen is unknown, but apparently his reason for
writing the hymn was to bring rejoicing into the church, especially for Christmas.
These lyrics contain the theme of Christmas and the message that will keep all of
us from going astray this year. There is a holy tide of Christmas and we should allow
ourselves to be swept away by its strength. That holy tide is the love of God. The
author of the hymn encourages us to praise God for his love, and then embrace
others with that love.
We can bring tidings of comfort and joy into the Christmas holiday. We can give that
gift at every party, every gathering and every situation if we share God's love with
others. God's people can be a holy tide of Christmas joy in a culture that is being
led astray. Bring tidings of comfort and joy everywhere you go today and may the
Lord fill you with his perfect love so that it overflows to those around you.
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Come to Bethlehem and see
Christ Whose birth the angels sing;
Come, adore on bended knee,
Christ the Lord, the newborn King.
Gloria, in excelsis Deo!
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Angels We Have
Heard on High
Saturday, December 6
Choirs everywhere will be singing, Gloria, in excelsis Deo, Latin for "Glory to God in
the highest." The author of the hymn is not known but the lyrics are a reminder
of the shepherds' encounter with the angels as they heralded the birth of Christ.
Luke described the moment saying, "Suddenly a great company of the heavenly
host appeared with the angel, praising God and saying, 'Glory to God in the
highest heaven, and on earth peace to those on whom his favor rests'" (Luke 2:1314). The shepherds went immediately to find the baby they had been told about.
When the shepherds arrived, they found Jesus in the stable, humble surroundings
for a King. But the shepherds were humble people, honored to have the chance
to see their Messiah.
Jesus was probably born in the spring, which was why the shepherds were in the
field, watching over their flocks. The shepherds had to keep watch in the spring
because the ewes were giving birth to the lambs, and the hungry wolves knew it to
be a good time to prey upon the flock. But the birth of Jesus took priority. They
wanted to see the newborn King and celebrate his birth.
Let's make the birth of Jesus our priority. You have jobs to do, so did the
shepherds. But, nothing you have planned is as important as a visit to Bethlehem,
to adore on bended knee, Christ the Lord, your powerful King. Would you
humble yourself, reprioritize your schedule so you can sing with the angels,
"Gloria, in excelsis Deo! – Glory to God in the highest."
Your day will be different if you will take time to adore Jesus on bended knee. The
shepherds didn't return to the field right away. Scripture says, "When they had
seen him, they spread the word concerning what had been told them about this
child, and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds said to them"
(Luke 2:17-18). How will you announce the birth of Christ today? Nothing
matters more.
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Though an Infant now we view Him,
He shall fill His Father's throne,
Gather all the nations to Him;
Every knee shall then bow down:
All creation, join in praising
God, the Father, Spirit, Son,
Evermore your voices raising
To th'eternal Three in One.
Come and worship, come and worship,
Worship Christ, the newborn King.
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Angels From the
Realms of Glory
Sunday, December 7
This hymn was written by James Montgomery and first published in the Sheffield
Register, the newspaper he owned and operated. James was only six years old when
he learned that his missionary parents had died while ministering to the people of
Barbados. He had a difficult childhood, but eventually grew to love the power of
the written word. He used the newspaper he purchased to speak out on the social
issues of his day, and continue the legacy of ministry his parents had left to him.
He published his hymn in 1816 to remind people that Christmas was a time
to worship Christ.
It is the second Sunday of the Advent season. Churches will be filled with happy
people, glad to worship the baby Jesus. But Jesus isn't a baby anymore. Though an
infant now we view Him, He shall fill His Father's throne. Jesus is not lying in a manger
this morning, he is seated on his heavenly throne.
Churches around the world will gather – but will they bow down before that
throne? The hymn says, Come and worship, come and worship, Worship Christ, the newborn
King. If Jesus could ask us for just one thing this morning, I think it would be that.
Jesus doesn't want you to attend church today, he wants you to worship. Jesus
doesn't want you to fill a spot on the pew, he wants you to fill the heavens
with your praise. Jesus doesn't want you to see him as a baby in a manger this
morning, he wants you to see him on his throne, high and lifted up. When you
get to church today, bow your head, bend your knee and hear the eternal Three in
One say, Come and worship. Come and worship. Worship Christ the newborn King.
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O come all ye faithful joyful and triumphant
Oh 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.
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.
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O Come All Ye Faithful
Monday, December 8
This famous hymn is attributed to John Francis Wade, although there are several
versions that have surfaced offering several different renditions. O Come All
Ye Faithful is one of the most popular and meaningful hymns every Christmas.
Chances are, it was the first hymn you sang in church yesterday. Did you adore
Christ as you sang?
In Scripture, anytime something is repeated three times, it means that the word or
phrase is taken to the highest level. The first hymn in most hymnals is, Holy, Holy,
Holy. The title and the phrase are meant to say that God is holy, holier, holiest
– the highest of all that is holy. The author of O Come All Ye Faithful is saying that
there is nothing more important than offering adoration to Christ the Lord, so it is
sung three times.
What has Jesus blessed you with? What has Jesus brought you through? What
has Jesus taught you? What has Jesus offered you?
Why do you adore Jesus?
Now – sing your exultation with the angels in heaven. Heaven is your eternal
home. Heaven is where you have your spiritual citizenship. Sing of your
adoration until you are certain that others recognize and acknowledge the true
hero of Christmas. He doesn't wear a red suit, he wears a robe of righteousness.
To him we sing, 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.
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Christ, by highest Heav'n adored;
Christ the everlasting Lord;
Late in time, behold Him come,
Offspring of a virgin's womb.
Veiled in flesh the Godhead see;
Hail th'incarnate Deity.
Pleased with us in flesh to dwell,
Jesus our Emmanuel.
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Hark the Herald
Angels Sing
Tuesday, December 9
Charles Wesley, the founder of the Methodist church, wrote Hark the Herald Angels
Sing. The words were originally sung to the tune of Amazing Grace and later to
the tune of Christ the Lord is Risen Today. George Whitefield, the Anglican preacher
famous for his sermons during the first Great Awakening, wrote the familiar
melody we sing today.
The words of this great hymn may have grown too familiar to our ears to mean
all they should. Charles Wesley was a powerful, trained, Spirit-led theologian.
What did he want those he wrote these words for to understand about Christmas?
Christ was and is adored by all in heaven, including God the Father.
Jesus was, is and always will be Lord.
Jesus was born of a virgin, human yet divine.
Jesus was God-incarnate. When people saw Jesus, they were seeing God, in flesh.
Jesus was pleased to give up the glory of heaven, and take on flesh.
Jesus is God – with us.
Charles Wesley and George Whitefield were men who had enormous faith,
strong intellects and devout commitments to teaching others about Christ. They
devoted their lives to their calling, humbling themselves in service to God and
others. The church in America owes a great deal to these two Spirit-led men.
The church in America needs that same kind of leadership today. The homes in
America need to celebrate and worship Jesus this Christmas.
Jesus, the incarnate Deity, veiled in flesh – was pleased to leave heaven, be born in
humility, live in humility and die in humility. What will you give up for his
sake this Christmas? What will your children do without, so that others can be
blessed? What will God's Spirit lead you and your family to do for the sake of the
gospel? Jesus our Emmanuel is God with us. You, filled with the Holy Spirit, can
bring God's presence into every room you enter today. Will you humble yourself
so that others can see Jesus in you?
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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 streets shineth the everlasting Light;
The hopes and fears of all the years are met in thee tonight.
O holy Child of Bethlehem, descend to us, we pray;
Cast out our sin, and enter in, be born in us today.
We hear the Christmas angels the great glad tidings tell;
O come to us, abide with us, our Lord Emmanuel!
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O Little Town
of Bethlehem
Wednesday, December 10
Rector Phillip Brooks wrote the words to O Little Town of Bethlehem in 1868, after
a pilgrimage to the Holy Land. One evening he was sitting on a hillside in
Palestine, looking down on the city of Bethlehem, imagining what it would have
looked like when Mary and Joseph had arrived for the census. His journal spoke
of he and another man, riding horses into the city of Bethlehem, through fields
that even then were filled with sheep and shepherds. He wrote about standing
at the doors to a Bethlehem church and listening to the music of the hymns as
it carried through the streets. It was that memory that inspired the words of the
familiar carol. He had written it for a Sunday School class, never imagining it
would exist past that day.
Brooks wrote his lyrics one hundred and forty six years ago. If a person were
to sit on that hillside in Palestine today, or stand in front of that church, they
would have a much different experience. Bethlehem is only about six miles
from Jerusalem and is home to Christians and Muslims. Both religions consider
the land sacred, therefore there have always been disputes over ownership. In
December of 1995, Bethlehem reverted to Palestinian control but the Israelis have
access to Rachel's tomb on the northern edge of the city. Troops from both sides
are always stationed in the area.
Brooks wrote about the city saying: Yet in thy dark streets shineth, the everlasting Light; the
hopes and fears of all the years are met in thee tonight. Our own streets are darker, and our
churches have grown more difficult to hear. You have probably been encouraged
to be more tolerant and less exclusive about your religion and your celebrations.
Christmas has been renamed the "holiday season." Most people don't realize that
"holiday" literally means "holy day." Bethlehem has changed and our culture has
changed, but the message of salvation within the words of this hymn remains the
truth and the light we need to shine into the world.
O holy Child of Bethlehem, descend to us, we pray;
Cast out our sin, and enter in, be born in us today.
Where will you shine the light of Christmas today?
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Away in a manger, no crib for a bed,
The little Lord Jesus laid down his sweet head.
The stars in the sky looked down where He lay.
The little Lord Jesus, asleep on the hay.
Be near me Lord Jesus, I ask Thee to stay
Close by me forever, and love me, I pray;
Bless all the dear children in Thy tender care,
And fit us for Heaven to live with Thee there.
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Away in a Manger
Thursday, December 11
Away in a Manger is often the first Christmas carol that children are taught.
It was published in 1885 for a Lutheran Sunday School class. The author is
unknown although it has on occasion been credited as having been written
by Martin Luther, himself.
The hymn details the humble surroundings where Christ chose to be born.
Christ could have entered the world as an adult, an eighteen-year-old, or as an
elderly man. Christ could have made certain he was adopted by a world power, as
Moses was adopted by Pharaoh. Christ could have turned stones into gold like he
turned the water into wine.
Jesus chose to be an infant, born to humble people in a humble stable. He could
have chosen famous parents but instead chose to belong to godly parents. He could
have chosen comfort, but chose commitment instead.
My first grandchild was born soon after Christmas last year. I will always
remember entering that hospital room and holding her for the first time. Every
baby is a miracle and a picture of God's purity and perfection. I have often
wondered what it would have been like for Mary, as she held God-incarnate in
her arms or watched him sleep on his bed of hay.
The prayer offered in this simple hymn is a Christmas prayer for every day. Pray
those familiar words to the Lord:
Be near me Lord Jesus.
Stay close to me today, and love me – and love others through me.
Bless us when we are blessable – and help us to be a blessing to others.
Make us holy, worthy for heaven, so that we can live there with you.
We offer our prayer in your name Jesus, because of you and for your glory. Amen.
Have a blessed day as you rejoice in Christ's presence.
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What Child is this who, laid to rest
On Mary's lap is sleeping?
Whom angels greet with anthems sweet,
While shepherds watch are keeping?
This, this is Christ the King,
Whom shepherds guard and angels sing;
Haste, haste, to bring him laud,
The Babe, the Son of Mary.
So bring Him incense, gold and myrrh,
Come peasant, king to own Him;
The King of kings salvation brings,
Let loving hearts enthrone Him.
Raise, raise a song on high,
The virgin sings her lullaby.
Joy, joy for Christ is born,
The Babe, the Son of Mary.
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What Child is This?
Friday, December 12
This hymn was written by William Chatterton Dix in 1865 as he lay in bed after
a near-fatal illness. He had become depressed over his lengthy recuperation
and hymn writing helped bring him through that time. Joy is a goal of every
Christmas and a gift that Christians can uniquely give.
Parents wait in long lines hoping their children will not get hysterical when seated
upon Santa's lap. Traffic is crazy and it will take you an additional thirty minutes
to make your twenty-minute drive. Your coupon will not work on the item you
rush to the mall to pick up…just read the VERY fine print. The dress or tie you
plan to rush home and change into has a spot on it somewhere. (Hint: think
twice about choosing the Christmas sweater from 1994. Late-night comedians are
having a heyday with those jokes.) Have you lost your "fa-la-la" and found your
"bah-humbug"? William Chatterton Dix can help you. He was depressed and
found his joy in remembering what Christmas is really about: The Babe, the Son of
Mary. Christ is the King of Christmas.
Bring Jesus gifts. No coupons are necessary. Let the kids scream, the picture will
make everyone on your Christmas card list laugh. Love Jesus and enthrone him
in your heart. Sing in the traffic, laud him in the lines, honor him with your joy.
And go ahead and wear that Christmas sweater if it makes you smile. (But do skip
the batteries that cause it to light up . . . the fashion police will seek you out.) I
wish you a joy-filled and joy-giving day!
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I heard the bells on Christmas day
Their old familiar carols play,
And wild and sweet the words repeat
Of peace on earth, good will to men.
And in despair I bowed my head
"There is no peace on earth," I said,
"For hate is strong and mocks the song
Of peace on earth, good will to men."
Then pealed the bells more loud and deep:
"God is not dead, nor doth He sleep;
The wrong shall fail, the right prevail
With peace on earth, good will to men."
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I Heard the Bells
on Christmas Day
Saturday, December 13
The story behind this Christmas hymn makes the words of it all the sweeter. I
Heard the Bells on Christmas Day was a poem written by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow,
on Christmas Day, 1864. His journal entry from two years earlier, on Christmas
day read, "A 'merry Christmas' say the children, but that is no more for me."
Longfellow's wife had rushed to his study, her dress having caught on fire. He
did his best to extinguish the flames but she passed away from her injuries.
Longfellow wore a beard from that time forward because his own face had been
badly scarred by the flames.
Then Longfellow's son left to join the Union Army. He was stricken with typhoid,
returned to his regiment, and was then wounded in a battle that caused him
permanent injuries. Longfellow wrote the words, and in despair I bowed my head "there
is no peace on earth," I said, "for hate is strong and mocks the song of peace on earth, good will to
men" with great understanding of the word "despair."
It was the church bells that rang out that Christmas Day that brought him to
a place of hope. All of us know people who need to find that same hope this
Christmas. They look fine in public, but in private, they bow their head in
despair. Will you help them hear the message of the church?
God is not dead and he does not sleep. All that is wrong, is temporary. All that is
right, all that is good, all that is of God will prevail. There will be peace. There
will be joy. There will be heaven for those who know and accept the high and
holy message of Christmas. Longfellow heard that hopeful message of Christmas
in the church bells. Who is hurting, sad and lonely and needs you to share the
message of good will? Don't forget them at Christmas time.
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Silent night, holy night!
Shepherds quake at the sight.
Glories stream from heaven afar
Heavenly hosts sing Alleluia,
Christ the Savior is born!
Christ the Savior is born.
Silent night, holy night!
Son of God, love's pure light.
Radiant beams from Thy holy face
With the dawn of redeeming grace,
Jesus Lord, at Thy birth
Jesus Lord, at Thy birth.

Let Heaven & Nature Sing

Silent Night
Sunday, December 14
This hymn, written in 1818 by Father Joseph Mohr, is a Christmas favorite. It has
been recorded by thousands, sung by millions and is a Christmas Eve tradition
in most churches. The words were written for a Christmas Eve mass and have
been used since that time to help those who sing it remember that Christmas
is a holy day.
What did God say to you in church today? What message, prayer, Bible passage or
encounter caused your heart to pound and your soul to respond? Think about that
again tonight. God speaks in silence, and anything God says is holy.
Tonight is a good night to turn down the noise of the season, and enjoy a silent
night, a holy night. Tonight is a good night to see heaven's glory and consider
what the shepherds witnessed and heard while the angels sang of Christ's birth.
One of the finest descriptions of Jesus is found in the phrase, Son of God, love's pure
light. Think of Jesus as pure light. In the silence of the evening, seek his face.
With humble gratitude, receive his redeeming grace and forgiveness.
Jesus was Lord from the beginning (John 1:1). Jesus became your Lord the day
you were born again. In the silent moments of this evening – acknowledge him
as Lord of your life, and obey whatever he speaks to you in the silence. He has a
plan for your Christmas and he wants to share it with you.
Make tonight a silent night and a holy night – by spending it with Christ.
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Watchman, tell us of the night,
What its signs of promise are.
Traveler, o'er yon mountain's height,
See that glory beaming star.
Watchman, does its beauteous ray
Aught of joy or hope foretell?
Traveler, yes – it brings the day,
Promised day of Israel.

Let Heaven & Nature Sing

Watchman, Tell
Us of the Night
Monday, December 15
The words to this hymn were written in 1825 by John Bowring. A "watchman" was
typically another word for "prophet" or "preacher." This hymn refers to Christmas
and what the birth of the Messiah meant to Israel, and to the world. What are the
signs of promise that Christ's birth gave? It was an evening that altered human history
and theological history.
Scientists have tried to define the star that beamed and led the shepherds and the
Magi to see the Christ child. The Magi represent the educated, the wealthy and
the wise people of the earth while the shepherds were considered to be the opposite
end of that culture. Both were chosen as prophets to see the Messiah and tell
others of his birth.
Why was Christmas the Promised day of Israel? Israel was the name given to Jacob,
Abraham's grandson. Jacob had wrestled with God (Genesis 32:28) and the
name Israel comes from a combination of the Hebrew words meaning "wrestle"
and "God." Israel was the name given to Jacob, and later the name given to the
land belonging to Jacob's descendants. Unfortunately today, Israel is often
described as land that is wrestled for, rather than a people who wrestle for a
relationship with God.
Paul wrote in Galatians 3:6-7, "So also Abraham believed God, and it was credited
to him as righteousness. Understand, then, that those who have faith are children
of Abraham." Christmas was the Promised day of Israel because it was the day God
gave them their Messiah. But God didn't just send a Messiah to the Jewish nation,
he sent a Messiah for all of his creation. Jesus said, "For God so loved the world
that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish
but have eternal life" (John 3:16). Those verses explain the theology of Christmas
and those of us who understand that theology are "watchmen."
As we sing of the joy and hope of the season we should be aware of our calling.
One Christmas season will be the last Christmas season. As "watchmen" we know
that is the final Promised day of Israel. Pray for the chance to share the theology of
Christmas with those whom you share the holiday season.
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We three kings of Orient are
Bearing gifts we travel afar,
Field and fountain, moor and mountain,
Following yonder star.
O star of wonder, star of night
Star with royal beauty bright,
Westward leading, still proceeding,
Guide us to thy perfect Light.

Let Heaven & Nature Sing

We Three Kings
Tuesday, December 16
This hymn, also known as Quest of the Magi was written by Reverend John Henry
Hopkins, Jr. in 1857. He was the rector of a Pennsylvania church and wrote the
hymn for a Christmas pageant. The song was published in 1862. The song and a
wrong theology grew popular shortly after.
The Magi were kings and they were from the Orient, the "east." The Magi
presented three gifts to Jesus, but most people have come to believe there were
only three kings – and that is very unlikely.
There is a document called "Revelation of the Magi" that may have been written
about one hundred years after the book of Matthew. It is not Scripture, but it is
interesting study. That author describes a group as small as twelve, but possibly
much larger, who traveled from China. They were thought to be descendants of
Noah's son, Seth. They had been given the knowledge that God would provide
a great light that would lead them to the King of the Jewish people. When the
bright star rose, many followed its path.
Biblically we know that King Herod was impressed by the Magi and believed
them to be knowledgeable. Herod wanted them to find the baby King and return
with information of his whereabouts. The case can be made that there were many
of them and that is why Herod didn't try to harm them. Regardless, the Magi
found Jesus, worshipped him, presented him with the gifts and returned home
without warning Herod. An angel warned them and they obeyed that warning.
Matthew is the only gospel that records the story of the Magi. His Jewish readers
would have understood that Herod's verdict upon the Jewish children following
the visit of the Magi fulfilled the prophecy of Jeremiah quoted in Matthew 2:18:
"A voice is heard in Ramah, weeping and great mourning, Rachel weeping for her
children and refusing to be comforted, because they are no more."
The Magi were used by God to help the people know that Jesus was their perfect
Light. Later, Jesus taught, "In the same way, let your light shine before others"
(Matthew 5:16). May our Light shine brightly this Christmas.
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Go, tell it on the mountain,
Over the hills and everywhere
Go, tell it on the mountain,
That Jesus Christ is born.
Down in a lowly manger
The humble Christ was born
And God sent us salvation
That blessed Christmas morn.

Let Heaven & Nature Sing

Go Tell it on
the Mountain
Wednesday, December 17
This hymn dates back to at least 1865 and is an African American spiritual,
written by John Wesley Work, Jr. It is considered a Christmas hymn because it
speaks of the Nativity, but it may have been sung throughout the year. The song
was intended to encourage and strengthen people who were forced to live difficult
lives and often mistreated by others.
The author wrote, When I am a seeker, I seek both night and day; I seek the Lord to help me,
And He shows me the way. It is eight days until Christmas. Some of us are ready
and some of us have a long way to go. Some of us are joyful while others are
hurting. The words of this hymn provide our answers and direction. Whatever is
happening, "seek the Lord" because he wants to "show you the way." Submit your
will to his, exchange your thoughts for his – and leave your plans to follow his.
The hymn continues: He made me a watchman upon the city wall, and if I am a Christian, I
am the least of all. A watchman is another name for "prophet" or "preacher." The city
wall was the place people went for the day's news or announcements. What will
the Lord call you to "announce" today? What is the good news that others need to
know about Christmas?
We might find ourselves in a situation that makes being "watchmen" an
uncomfortable, even unacceptable task. Christians are increasingly mistreated
this time of the year. We might need to remember that if we are Christians, our
reputation is least important compared to the reputation of Christ. Honor him
with who you are and with what you say today.
So go ahead – tell it on a mountain. Shout it over the hills and everywhere. Go tell them
– that Jesus Christ is born! We know what Christmas is really about. We know that
Christ is the King. We know that God sent us salvation, that blessed Christmas morn. It
is eight days until Christmas, but that message and our calling to preach it, will
extend until Jesus returns.
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And Mary said:
My soul glorifies the Lord
And my spirit rejoices in God my Savior,
For he has been mindful
Of the humble state of his servant.

Let Heaven & Nature Sing

The Magnificat
Luke 1:46-48

Thursday, December 18
Mary's song is also known as The Magnificat. The word comes from the first word
of the song in the Latin version, translated megalynei in Greek, meaning "tell out
the greatness of the Lord." Mary's song is filled with Old Testament references
and is a reminder of Hannah's song of praise in 1 Samuel 2. The Magnificat is
considered to be one of the greatest hymns ever written and has been called
"revolutionary" by some.
Mary's song is found in Luke, chapter one, and nowhere else in Scripture. It is
thought that Luke, a physician, personally interviewed Mary in order to write his
gospel. Mary felt comfortable telling a doctor the personal details and that is why
Luke's gospel has the more detailed account of the conception and birth of Christ.
The angel of the Lord appeared to Mary and told her that she would miraculously
give birth to a son and his name would be Jesus. The angel then told Mary that
Elizabeth was also with child, and so Mary went to see her.
When Elizabeth heard Mary's greeting, her baby leapt inside her and she was
filled with the Spirit. Elizabeth greeted Mary exclaiming, "Blessed are you among
women, and blessed is the child you will bear!" The Magnificat is Mary's response
to Elizabeth's greeting.
Mary glorified God from the depths of her soul. She praised God as her Savior
and for blessing her, a humble servant. Mary's song indicates that she had a great
knowledge of God and of the Scripture. She had listened and come to know the
God of the universe, even though Jewish girls did not have a formal education.
Mary trusted the God she knew even though her circumstances could have caused
her to fear. Mary knew who the Father of her baby was, but would anyone else,
especially Joseph, understand? Mary's experience with the angel was verified by
Elizabeth and Mary praised God for choosing her, a humble servant, to be the
mother of the Messiah.
Spend time, this week before Christmas, praising God the Father for all that he
has done for you, his humble servant. Glorify the Lord and rejoice in your Savior
– and be thankful for Christmas.

advent 2014

From now on all generations will call me blessed,
For the Mighty One has done great things for me –
Holy is his name.

Let Heaven & Nature Sing

The Magnificat
Luke 1:48-49

Friday, December 19
Mary had been given a sacred responsibility. She had been chosen to carry and
give birth to God's Son. She knew that her Son's greatness would extend to all
generations, and that all nations would know she had been blessed. Mary was
blessed by God and every generation would be blessed through her child.
We live in a culture that struggles to believe in the virgin birth. We know the
science and believe that we need to limit God to what we understand. Mary
understood how babies were created as well. Yet she sang, the Mighty One has done
great things for me. Her child existed because of God, apart from science and apart
from human understanding. Her child was not a product of human decision, he
was God's holy and perfect Son.
And Mary sang, Holy is his name. The word holy means "set apart for a special
purpose." In Scripture a person's name was used to reference character or the
essence of who that person was. When Mary sang Holy is his name she was saying
that the baby she carried would be set apart for a special purpose and that purpose
would define his character and integrity.
God told Moses: "Speak to all the congregation of the children of Israel, and say
to them: 'You shall be holy, for I the LORD your God am holy'" (Leviticus 19:2).
Peter taught the early church, "Just as he who called you is holy, so be holy in all
you do; for it is written: "Be holy, because I am holy."
Mary knew that generations would call her blessed because she had been chosen
to carry the holy Son of God. When Jesus was facing his crucifixion he told his
disciples that the Holy Spirit would come. He told them, "But the Advocate, the
Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you all things and
will remind you of everything I have said to you."
Mary praised God and knew she had been blessed, because the Mighty One had
done great things for her. Will you spend some time thinking about all that God
has done for you? When God saved your soul, he gave you the Holy Spirit, so that
you could be set apart for a special purpose, so that you could be holy.
Take time to consider all that Christmas means – eternally, for you and those you
love. And sing with Mary, all generations will call me blessed, for the Mighty One has done
great things for me.
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His mercy extends to those who fear him,
From generation to generation.

Let Heaven & Nature Sing

The Magnificat
Luke 1:50

Saturday, December 20
Christmas is a season for mercy. Mary sang of the depth of God's mercy for the
generations to come. Mary knew that the Messiah was God's provision of mercy.
Theologically, mercy describes God's compassionate, covenant love. Psalm 145:8
says, "The Lord is gracious and compassionate, slow to anger and rich in love."
The character of God is mercy.
Peter spoke of the mercy that had been the gift of Christmas and grew to be the
gift of Easter. He said, "Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ!
In his great mercy he has given us new birth into a living hope through the
resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead" (1 Peter 1:3).
Titus reminds us that, "He saved us, not because of righteous things we had
done, but because of his mercy. He saved us through the washing of rebirth and
renewal by the Holy Spirit" (Titus 3:5).
And Mary sang that God's mercy extends to those who fear him, meaning those who live
in reverent awe of him. Tomorrow you will go to church and remember the baby
who was born to save you. Take time to remember that Christmas was an act
of mercy. God loved you with such a great love, he extended his compassionate
covenant love to everyone, of every generation who would choose to accept his gift.
Christmas was never deserved by anyone – but because of God's mercy, Christmas
was given to everyone.
Who do you need to extend mercy to before you take the Lord's Supper? Who do
you need to extend mercy to before Christmas Eve? Who do you need to treat in
the same way God has treated you?
Pray. Make phone calls, visits or send those acts of mercy to those God places on
your heart. You weren't saved because you were righteous; you were saved because
you were loved. It is Christmas, a season for mercy.
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He has performed mighty deeds with his arm;
He has scattered those who are proud in their inmost thoughts.
He has brought down rulers from their thrones
But has lifted up the humble.

Let Heaven & Nature Sing

The Magnificat
Luke 1:51-52

Sunday, December 21
Today's words are why Mary's song was called "revolutionary." Everything about
Christmas, about Christ, is cloaked in humility.
Mary sang of the mighty deeds of God. The same arm that had created the world
had created the child within her. That same mighty arm had scattered the proud,
even those who were only proud in their inmost thoughts. God had brought down
the rulers from their thrones – but then chose to lift up and exalt those who were
humble. Humility is the theme of Christmas.
• Mary and Joseph were poor travelers to Bethlehem.
• Jesus was born in a stable because there wasn't a room available.
• Jesus was worshiped by the shepherds, the poorest class of people.
• Jesus would flee for his life to Egypt, because of Herod's threats.
The circumstances of Jesus' birth teach what the Holy Spirit inspired Mary to
sing, God has lifted up the humble. God has never condoned or inspired a haughty
spirit. As God's people, we so often bow our heads and then stumble over our egos,
attempting piety of our own making. But God knows our inmost thoughts, and
scatters those who are proud.
God has always brought down rulers from their thrones because he wants us to
know that he will always be seated on his. But Mary sang of the one that God
would lift up, exalt. Mary said that God has lifted up the humble.
One day she would realize the full weight of her words, as she watched her Son
lifted up on a cross. Humility is the theme of Christmas and Easter.
Today, as you enter God's church, will God be pleased with your inmost thoughts?
Will you be lifted up for honest humility, or scattered because of false pride? If
the Son of God chose a manger for his birth and a cross for his death, what should
we choose for ourselves?
Humility is not choosing to present yourself as less, it is choosing to recognize
yourself as less. God is on the throne, but because of Christmas, you can be God's
child. All of us can worship the Mighty One today, in humility and gratitude for
adopting us and choosing once again, to lift the humble.
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He has filled the hungry with good things
But has sent the rich away empty.

Let Heaven & Nature Sing

The Magnificat
Luke 1:53

Monday, December 22
The baby in the manger would stand before the crowd one day and teach, "Blessed
are those who hunger and thirst after righteousness, for they will be filled"
(Matthew 5:6). In many ways, Jesus was echoing Mary's words in The Magnificat.
We are righteous when we are right with God. When we desire a close, pure
relationship with God, as a daily hunger, then God can fill us with the good
things of this life.
These are busy days of the Christmas season, filled with last minute visits, phone
calls, shopping, travel and preparations. It is easy to allow the lesser things to take
a higher priority. The most important thing for you to do today is probably not
the first thing on your list.
Your soul is hungry for God. Christmas is about his gift. Christmas is about
Christ. Be filled with good things today. Seek time with God. Enjoy his
Presence and you will enjoy the peace that comes from being right
with your Creator.
The ads are filled with last minute gifts you can consider. The season of Christ
has become a season of consumerism. But Mary sang that God has sent the rich away
empty. Money can buy momentary excitement, but not the gifts of God. The rich
are sent away empty because they hunger for things they can buy, rather than the
good things that only God can give.
Allow God to rewrite your "to do" list today. He wants you to hunger for some
quiet, personal time with him. The Holy Spirit wants to speak to you of God's
priorities for your day. The Bible will direct you. God's word is God speaking to
you. Don't read a passage of Scripture, hear God say it to you.
God fills those who hunger for righteousness with his blessings. His blessings are
the good things. In fact, they are the perfect things.
Have a blessed day – a day that is right with God.
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He has helped his servant Israel,
remembering to be merciful
to Abraham and his descendants forever,
just as he promised our ancestors.

Let Heaven & Nature Sing

The Magnificat
Luke 1:54-55

Tuesday, December 23
Mary exalted God because the baby within her was God's promise, his merciful gift
to the descendants of Abraham. Paul explained God's promise to the Galatians.
He said, "So in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith, for all of
you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. There is
neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is there male and female, for
you are all one in Christ Jesus" (Galatians 3:26-28).
God loved the world, so he gave us his Son (John 3:16). Christmas exists because
of God's great and merciful love. Someone will need to hear about that today.
Christians understand the true meaning of the holiday, but the holiday wasn't just
about Christians. God loves without bias, without exclusion, and without doubt.
He loves the people that understand Christmas, and those that don't.
Christmas is God's gift to every person, in every culture – but many leave his gift
unopened. Others exchange his gift for something they think they want or need
more. Some receive God's gift, but never use it as he intended, keeping it in the
box.
Christmas gifts can present challenges. We have all received an item of clothing
that we would never have purchased for ourselves. My grandma used to knit us
slippers and much of the time our toes would peek out the end. Our feet were
always a little bigger than she thought they were. We have received things that
didn't match our style or sometimes didn't have any style to match. It is tricky to
hear the words, "run put it on – I want to see how it looks."
Paul taught, "all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with
Christ." When you clothe yourself with Christ, it is always a perfect "look." It
should be easy to pick the Christians out in the crowds. They should be clothed
with Christ, examples of his character. We should display the fruit of his Spirit:
Love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and selfcontrol (Galatians 5:22-23).
Christmas was the perfect gift, given to us by our perfect gift giver. Clothe yourself
with his gifts. (Especially if you hear your grandma say, "run put it on – I want to
see how it looks" on Christmas morning.)
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O holy night, the stars are brightly shining;
It is the night of the dear Savior's birth!
Long lay the world in sin and error pining,
Till He appeared and the soul felt its worth.
A thrill of hope, the weary world rejoices,
For yonder breaks a new and glorious morn.
Fall on your knees, O hear the angel voices!
O night divine, O night when Christ was born!
O night, O holy night, O night divine!
Truly He taught us to love one another;
His law is love and His Gospel is peace.
Chains shall He break for the slave is our brother
And in His Name all oppression shall cease.
Sweet hymns of joy in grateful chorus raise we,
Let all within us praise His holy Name!
Christ is the Lord! O praise His name forever!
His pow'r and glory evermore proclaim!
His pow'r and glory evermore proclaim!

Let Heaven & Nature Sing

O Holy Night
Wednesday, December 24
These words were written by a wine seller named Placide Cappeau de Roquemaure
in 1847. His parish priest had asked him to write a poem for Christmas. Later his
friend composed the music and it became the great hymn of Christmas.
The words are perfection and have been sung by the finest voices every Christmas
Eve. I hope reading the words will be a powerful time of praise for you today.
Christmas is a reminder of what God knew your soul was worth – his Son. I hope
that knowledge gives you a thrill of hope and causes you to fall to your knees in a
chorus of grateful praise.
Christmas Eve is a divine night, a Holy night. As you gather with your family,
your church family and with friends, remember that Jesus taught us to love one
another. His law for you is love, his gospel message is peace. Maybe you will
be able to encourage someone with that message today, and their chains
will be broken.
Sing sweet hymns of joy. Raise a grateful chorus. Praise the Holy name of Christ.
The holiday is a holy day. Proclaim his power and glory – forever.
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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.

Let Heaven & Nature Sing

Joy To the World
Thursday, December 25
The English hymn writer, Isaac Watts, wrote this hymn in 1719 and based the
words on Psalm 98. The hymn was not originally intended to be a Christmas
hymn about the Nativity, but rather a hymn about the final coming of Christ at
the end of the ages. It is then that Jesus will rule the world with truth and grace.
Jesus came the first time as a baby in a humble manger. The second time we
celebrate his coming, he will enter the world as a King – to reign forever. That is
when we will sing joy to the world with the purest joy we have ever known.
I hope your day is filled with God's joy. Prepare your heart to give him room –
because many other things will crowd into your day as well. I hope there will be
laughter, I hope you know you are loved and I hope you are surrounded with his
peace. All of that can be true because of, or regardless of, your circumstances –
when you prepare your heart and give him room. Christmas is about Christ.
Enjoy this Christmas Day and look forward to all the blessings this day holds.
Then, as the day comes to a close and you think back on all that happened – take
time to look forward to the final Advent, when Christ returns.
That is the day all of heaven and nature will sing, joy to the world and exalt Jesus as
our King of kings and Lord of lords.
All of us at the Denison Forum wish you a blessed and holy Christmas and
God's joy, peace, and Kingdom purpose for the coming New Year.
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