Special Installment: Christmas Eve
December 24, 2019
Luke 2:1-14, (15-20)
The First Carols: The Gloria 
Be Reconciled to God: Peace on earth and mercy mild
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AT A GLANCE: 
In his popular Christmas carol, “Hark! The Herald Angels Sing,” Charles Wesley captures the power of the message of the angels to shepherds outside Bethlehem — the message that the arrival of Jesus signals the reconciliation of heaven and earth. 
EDITOR’S PICK: 
For material based on today’s Old Testament text, see “FutureHope,” December 24, 2013. 

[NOTE: The Gloria is the third of a three-part series called “The First Carols.” The other two are the Benedictus on November 24 and the Magnificat on December 15.]

What’s your favorite Christmas carol? 
If you took a poll of the assembled crowd on Christmas Eve, you’d probably get a variety of answers. 
“Silent Night, Holy Night,” “Joy to the World,” “O Little Town of Bethlehem,” “O Come, O Come Emmanuel,” “The First Noel” and “Once in Royal David’s City” are certainly in this conversation. 
But there’s a good chance that one of the top five will be Charles Wesley’s, “Hark! The Herald Angels Sing.” In fact, it’s number five with a bullet on Classic FM’s list of top Christmas songs.
Wesley’s carol, of course, is based on the lyrics sung by a choir of angels who startled some shepherds in a field outside Bethlehem. One angel has a solo part, and then comes the chorus: “Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace among those whom he favors!” (v. 14). This announcement, known as the “Gloria,” has been the foundation for many popular carols, including the warbling “Glo-o-o-o-o-o-o-o-o-o-o-o-o-o-o-o-ria in excelsis Deo” of “Angels We Have Heard on High.” 
Charles Wesley was John Wesley’s younger brother, and together they founded the Methodist movement in the early 18th century. John was the organizer and preacher, and while Charles preached as well, he is most famous for the thousands of hymns he wrote, only a fraction of which are in most of our hymnals. If John was the prose theologian, Charles expressed the depth of Christian faith and the Methodist tradition in poetry. 
In 1739, he published Hymns and Sacred Poems, which contained this famous hymn we know a “Hark! The Herald Angels Sing.” 

The ringing welkin
But this wasn’t the original title. 
In Charles Wesley’s original, the hymn begins with, “Hark ! How all the welkin rings.” 
Huh? What’s a “welkin”? 
It’s an old English word that refers to the sky, the firmament or the “vault of heaven” that contains the stars and all the heavens. 
In an ancient cosmology, the welkin was like a set of crystal spheres that would ring (as in “the music of the spheres,” which we also sing about in another hymn, “This is My Father’s World”). The first line of this carol went like this: “Hark! How all the welkin rings, glory to the King of Kings.” 
The message is that the whole cosmos was ringing with the news of the birth of the world’s true and long-awaited king. 
That’s quite different than the version we sing now, which is actually the result of an unauthorized edit to Charles Wesley’s original work by his friend George Whitefield. Whitefield changed the line to read: “Hark! The herald angels sing, glory to the newborn king.”

Wesley was not amused
The change made Charles Wesley furious, not only because it was done without permission, but because it made the hymn a little less biblically powerful. 
Wesley noted that the angels in verse 13 don’t “sing,” they “say.” And the glory given by the angels is to “God in the highest heaven” (v. 14). Yes, the “newborn king” is God in the flesh and worthy of praise, but Wesley wanted to express the message of the angels as a sign that the whole cosmos, both heaven and earth, gave glory to God at Jesus’ birth, which is really the thrust of the biblical narrative.
For Wesley, and indeed for Luke, the birth of Jesus is a sign of heaven and earth coming together, which brings peace and reconciliation between God and humanity. It’s an announcement that the story of God’s rescue plan for the world —  a story that began in Genesis when God revealed a plan to bless the broken world to another shepherd named Abraham — was becoming a reality. Abraham would shepherd a family that became a nation, whose mission had been to be a light to the other nations, bringing them back to God. 
But when we look at the whole story of Scripture, we see that Israel, delivered by God from slavery and settled in a promised land, struggled with that mission (indeed, in Hebrew, the word “Israel” means “striving or wrestling with God”). Israel sinned by following after other gods and a series of corrupt kings, which led to their exile away from the land God had promised them. Some of the exiles returned from Babylon, but for the next 500 years, many of the people still believed that Israel was in exile, still under foreign domination. 

The emperor and the newborn king
Luke explains that when Jesus was born, Rome was in control and Caesar Augustus was the emperor. Augustus considered himself a “son of god” (in his case that “god” was his murdered great uncle and adoptive father, Julius Caesar) and a “prince of peace.” He had coins minted that proclaimed those titles to the world. His divinity, however, was self-proclaimed, and his idea of peace involved eliminating all of Rome’s enemies. 
In fact, this was the way of every emperor. When a new emperor came to the throne, it was heralded by messengers around the Roman world as “good news,” but it was good news only for those in power, whose peace was maintained at the point of the sword. 
For Israel, the real good news would only come when God’s true king, the Messiah, would come on the scene and pave the way for God to save them from these tyrants. 
And then, an angel came and announced to another group of shepherds that this ancient plan had been fulfilled. “I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people,” proclaimed the angel (v. 10).
 God’s promised return was happening, but in a way that no one expected. God was not returning as a conquering hero, a glorious cloud-surfing warrior coming back to destroy Israel’s enemies. 
No, the “sign” given to these shepherds was a leaky, burpy, dirt poor little baby, born in a barn in a nowhere town called Bethlehem. 
And yet, this is why the whole welkin was ringing — a glimpse of heaven and earth coming together, as God had intended from the beginning. God was coming to dwell with his people to redeem and save them. The long-awaited Messiah, the true king, was the Lord himself, wrapped in the swaddling clothes of a tiny baby, fully human and fully divine. 
And so, as Charles Wesley put it, “all the welkin rings” with this news. “Peace on earth and mercy mild,” he writes, echoing the message of the angel host. 
This is a very different kind of peace than that of the likes of Augustus, or any other earthly power then or now. This is a peace that isn’t just offered to some, but to “all whom God favors,” to all of humanity created in his image (v. 14). God’s grace, offered to Israel, is now offered to everyone who chooses to follow this unlikely leader, perfect in his humanity and perfect in the image of God. Broken humanity can be restored because God has come among his people to save them from their sins, to renew creation and restore the peace of God’s good world. 
God’s rescue mission was becoming a reality in a manger in Bethlehem. 
The carol puts it nicely: “God and sinners reconciled.” 

God and sinners reconciled
These lyrics echo the words of the apostle Paul, who saw the arrival of Jesus, his birth, death and resurrection as the means by which God was “reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them” (2 Corinthians 5:19). For Paul, the birth of Jesus heralded the promise of peace promised to the shepherd Abraham long ago and to shepherds in a field outside Bethlehem. Because of Jesus, heaven and earth are at peace with one another. That’s good news enough to make all the welkin ring!
Indeed, Paul says, it’s good news that it needs to be shared often. The “ministry of reconciliation” is the Christian mission, proclaiming God’s peace, God’s grace and God’s new creation made possible in Christ to the whole world. “For our sake he made him to be sin, who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God” (2 Corinthians 5:21). 
That’ll preach but, even better, it will sing! 

Be reconciled to God
 “Joyful, all ye nations rise. Join the triumph of the skies. With angelic hosts proclaim, ‘Christ is born in Bethlehem!’” Here in Wesley’s carol, based on the message of the angels, is the essence of the gospel: “Peace on earth and mercy mild, God and sinners reconciled!” 
In fact, this is the best message we can preach (and sing) on Christmas Eve: “Be reconciled to God!” 
How does that happen? It happens through faith, trusting that, through Jesus, God’s rescue plan for the world includes sinners like us. Whatever old life we’ve struggled with, whatever sin hounds us, wherever peace of heart, mind, body and soul eludes us, the good news is that the peace of Christ can overcome them. 
Here’s the takeaway: God has stepped toward us in Jesus. Will you step toward God? Will you be reconciled to God? 
The whole welkin is ringing with praise to God for what God has done by coming in person in Christ. 
Let’s join the song! 
—Joyce DeToni-Hill, Mike Hamilton, Bob Kaylor, Melanie Silva and Carl Wilton contributed to this material. 

Possible Preaching Themes:
· The meaning of the Incarnation
· The good news of Christ’s birth
· The coming together of heaven and earth

Participation Pointer:
· In preparation for this message or the song series, why not survey the congregation about their favorite carols? Start early and during election week in November when the country has its political elections. Delight the congregation by inviting them to “vote” for their favorites. A creative worship team might enjoy making some posters at the ballot box saying, “Vote for ‘Hark! The Herald Angels Sing.’ I’m Charles Wesley and I approve this message.”  “Vote NO on ‘Bleak Midwinter.’ It’s too bleak.” Etc. To add excitement, give people only one day to vote like in elections.  Advent is only several weeks away, so taking a survey would be timely to assure that the worship team will include as many favorites as possible.  The preacher might then use the results of this carol survey as an introduction to this message about the Gloria.
—Rev. Joyce DeToni-Hill, Phillips United Methodist Church, Lakewood, Colorado.

Sources:
Hawn, C. Michael. “History of hymns: ‘Hark! The Herald Angels Sing.’” United Methodist Discipleship Ministries. umcdisciplesh.org. Retrieved December 15, 2011. 

Roberts, Mark D. “ʻHark! The Herald Angels Sing’: The carol that shouldn’t exist, part I.” December 23, 2009. markdroberts.com. Retrieved December 15, 2011. 

Animating Illustrations
Whitefield had been there at the beginning of the Methodist movement, joining with John and Charles Wesley in the “Holy Club” at Oxford, but Whitefield departed from the movement because he was a closet Calvinist, a preacher in his own right and, in fact, was the most famous preacher in England and America in the mid-18th century. We might think of George Whitefield as Billy Graham and Joel Osteen rolled together — he was immensely popular, his sermons theatrical and his ability to reach an audience unparalleled. He drew huge crowds in both the colonies and in England and was so compelling that even religious skeptics like Benjamin Franklin went out to hear him. 
Whitefield thought that Charles Wesley’s verse about the “welkin” wasn’t going to cut it for a popular audience (the word was only ever used by the likes of Chaucer and Shakespeare, for goodness’ sake), and since his own popularity was drawing large crowds, he changed the opening lines to lyrics he thought were more singable and understandable, “Hark! The herald angels sing, glory to the newborn king,” and published the change in his own 1753 collection of hymns — copyright laws being less stringent in those days. 
 ##
It’s interesting that when Charles Wesley wrote this hymn, he believed that a slow, solemn tune would be best for singing it. 
The tune we now use is actually from a century later, written by German composer Felix Mendelssohn in 1840 for an anniversary celebration of Gutenberg’s invention of the printing press. 
Mendelssohn valued the tune, called “Festgesang,” but he also thought it to be the kind of music that was inappropriate for use in sacred worship. He wrote, “I am sure that piece will be liked very much by the singers and the hearers, but it will never do to sacred words. There must be a national and merry subject found out, something to which the soldier-like and buxom motion of the piece has some relation, and the words must express something gay and popular, as the music tries to do.”
Bet you never thought of this carol as “soldier-like” and “buxom!” Mendelssohn, who converted to Christianity from Judaism, wanted the tune to be used for some kind of national celebration. When English organist William H. Cummings married Mendelssohn’s tune with Wesley’s words in 1855 to give us the carol we now sing, it seems that Mendelssohn got his wish. 
##
“Glory” is an interesting word. There’s no other word that can stand in for it. “Honor,” “praise,” “power,” “splendor,” “radiance,” “magnificence” or “grandeur.” Line up the synonyms, you won’t find one that can take glory’s place. “The glory of God” —  it rolls trippingly off the tongue, as natural to those of us reared on the language of the church as breathing.
Yet as familiar as “glory” is to anyone who’s ever listened to a sermon or opened a hymnbook, it is also a neglected word. “Glory” bespeaks God’s power — and our insignificance.
The literary scholar Amos Wilder is, sadly, all too correct as he writes, “The church today has widely lost and all but forgotten the experience of glory which lies at the heart of Christianity.”
—For more, see Amos N. Wilder, Theopoetic: Theology and the Religious Imagination (Wipf and Stock, 2013), 8.
##
The poet William Wordsworth was gifted once with a kind of cosmic vision, and wrote about it in these words:
There was a time when meadow, grove and stream,
The earth, and every common sight,
To me did seem
Apparelled in celestial light,
The glory and the freshness of a dream.
It is not now as it hath been of yore; 
Turn wheresoe’er I may,
By night or day,
The things which I have seen I now can see no more.
More than that, Wordsworth had the sense that this experience of glory is something we all know, deep within us, and remember in earliest childhood, on some kind of mystical, intuitive level:
Not in entire forgetfulness,
And not in utter nakedness,
But trailing clouds of glory do we come
From God, who is our home:
Heaven lies about us in our infancy!
—William Wordsworth, “Ode on Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood.” 
poets.org. Retrieved June 6, 2019.
##
“Glory” — doxa in the Greek — is where our word “doxology” come from. When we sing in worship, we’re giving glory to God. The word has a deeper meaning, though, than simply worship or praise.
Glory is associated with blazing light. The familiar Christmas story from Luke tells how, as the shepherds gathered there on the hillside, “an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified” (Luke 2:9). This light emanating from God goes way beyond the warm and comforting sunlight many of us seek on the beach in the summer. It’s infinitely brighter than the full sun at high noon.
There’s a famous passage in the Hebrew scriptures when Moses begs to have a face-to-face meeting with God. “Show me your glory,” he says.
God agrees. But first the Lord issues a warning: “You may not see my face. No one may see me and live.”
The Lord continues:
“Look, here is a place right beside me. Put yourself on this rock. When my Glory passes by, I’ll put you in the cleft of the rock and cover you with my hand until I’ve passed by. Then I’ll take my hand away and you’ll see my back. But you won’t see my face.” (Exodus 33:20-23, The Message).
	God knows a glimpse of divine glory would be too much for Moses, or for any human being. This is where the old gospel hymn, “Rock of Ages, Cleft for Me,” comes from.
##
Eugene Peterson shares some advice he received from his friend Paul, a rabbi, whose humble synagogue was located in a three-car garage.
Paul said, “Eugene, you need to know this story. It’s an old rabbinic story. ‘Shekinah’ is a Hebrew word that refers to a collective vision that brings together dispersed fragments of divinity. It is usually understood as a light-disseminating presence, bringing an awareness of God to a time and place where God is not expected to be — a place. It’s not a public spectacle but more like a selective showing at God’s discretion to encourage or affirm, to reveal a reality of something that we do not yet have eyes to see. It is not a term found in the Bible but was frequently used in the mystical Judaism of the Middle Ages.”
Paul, from behind his Isaianic beard, continued: “That’s what it is, but here’s the story. The story is set in Jerusalem at a time when Jews were returning from their Babylonian captivity. ...
“When the first people arrived, they took one look at the restored temple and wept at what they saw. The Solomonic temple that for 500 years had provided a glorious centering for their life as a people of God had been replaced by what looked to them like a tarpaper shack. The squalid replacement broke their hearts, and they wept. As they wept, a dazzling, light-resplendent presence descended, the Shekinah — God’s personal presence — and filled that humble, modest, makeshift, sorry excuse for a temple with glory. They lifted their arms in praise. They were truly home. God was truly present. The Shekinah faded out. The glory stayed.
“People like you and me,” Paul continued, “need that Shekinah story. And our congregations need it. Most of what we do in getting our congregations going doesn’t look anything like what people expect it to.”
—Eugene H. Peterson, The Pastor: A Memoir (HarperCollins, 2011). Kindle highlight loc. 1651-69.
##
As a missionary in Argentina, I served Peace Community Church in Rosaria. It was an intimate community of faith. ...
The role of the innkeeper went to Facundo, a 12-year-old boy who had already grown to 6 feet tall. Facundo was the church caretaker’s son and lived in the rear of the property. While large for his age, he was gentle of spirit. All the children loved him.
With the music playing softly from the roof, Joseph led the donkey that carried Mary and stopped in front of the “inn” and knocked. Facundo opened the door and stood in the doorway. When he saw the donkey, and Mary sitting on it, his eyes grew wide. He had been given two lines, the first of which was: “There is no room in the inn.” Later he was to say, “We have a stable you can use.”
“Joseph” asked for a room, which was the cue for Facundo’s first line. Facundo kept looking at Mary on the donkey and said nothing. One could hear soft, nervous laughter coming from the audience. A prompter from behind the church door softly repeated Facundo’s line. Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, Facundo said his line aloud. Joseph insisted. “But we have come from a long journey, and my wife is due to have a baby.”
Facundo looked at the donkey that carried Mary and looked at Mary. The prompter whispered his line once again from the other side of the door. “There is no room in the inn,” repeated Facundo, this time with hesitancy. He stood in the doorway watching. Joseph insisted again. “We are so tired; do you know anywhere we can stay?”
This was the cue for Facundo’s second line. ...
Facundo stood still, looking at the couple. Then he blurted out, “You can have my room!” pointing to the rear of the church property.
There was silence. Joseph just looked at Facundo and said nothing. It wasn’t supposed to have played out this way. If Facundo had said his lines correctly, Mary and Joseph and the babe would have gone to the end of the sidewalk in front of the church, where there was a “stable” prepared for them.
Finally, Mary broke the ice. “Okay,” she said. “That’s really nice of you.” She dismounted from the donkey. The caretaker led the donkey away, and Joseph and Mary went through the door of the “inn” to stay in Facundo’s room.
The audience burst into applause. The children took their bows. The pageant couldn’t have been scripted any better. Facundo stole the show and the hearts of the neighborhood. He had captured the meaning of Christmas, because he made room for the Christ child in his life.
—Adapted from Douglas Ruffle, A Missionary Mindset: What Church Leaders Need to Know to Reach Their Community — Lessons from E. Stanley Jones (Discipleship Resources, 2016). churchleadership.com. Retrieved June 6, 2019.
##
A feeding trough served as a crib. How simple and bare it all seems. At John’s birth there was a miracle (speech restored to Zechariah) and an inspired prophetic song. 
Not so here; Luke has kept the story clean of any decoration that would remove it from the lowly, the poor and the marginal of the earth. In the history of the church there have been many so poor and abandoned as to be able to identify with this scene. In many quarters, however, the church has not resisted the temptation to run next door to Matthew and borrow his royal visitors with their gold, frankincense, and myrrh (Matthew 2:1-12), place a soft light in the manger straw, and fill the air with angels. Luke has a glow in the story, but it is shining elsewhere, in the shepherds’ field.
—Fred Craddock, Luke (Westminster John Knox Press, 1990), 35.

Commentary
Luke 2:1-14, (15-20)
Luke begins his account of Jesus’ birth with a customary announcement: “In those days a decree [] went out from Emperor Augustus [] that all the world should be registered” (v. 1). The dating formulation is common to state and biblical annals, including the gospel of Luke (e.g., see 1:5; 3:1), and ascribes the time of Jesus’ birth to the reign of Caesar Augustus (31 B.C.–A.D. 14). The imperial edict that “all the world should be registered” is not literally the entire world, but most likely refers to territories under the control of Rome. Unfortunately, Luke does not explain why this particular census was ordered, and historians debate its authenticity. Nonetheless, any general registration of this sort would have enabled the Imperium to assess and collect taxes, conscript additional men for military service, prepare for a change in regional rulers and celebrate the unrivaled scope of Rome’s borders.
While verse 1 does not present any insurmountable historical problems, the same cannot be said for verses 2-3. The fact is Luke’s reference to “the first registration ... taken while Quirinius was governor [] of Syria” does not hold up well when subjected to thorough scrutiny. Neither imperial records nor ancient historians nor archaeological epigraphs confirm the census in Luke 2. Even Acts, Luke’s second tome, adds to the conundrum when it refers to a census of Quirinius that occurred around A.D. 6, which is approximately a decade after Jesus’ birth (cf. Acts 5:37). (For more on the Quirinius mystery, see Raymond E. Brown, The Birth of the Messiah: A Commentary on the Infancy Narratives in the Gospels of Matthew and Luke [New York: Doubleday, 1993], 395-96, 412-18, 547-56; and “Birth of Jesus” [specifically, 5.2. Census under Quirinius] in Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels [Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1992], 67-68.)
Beyond that, Luke’s assertion that “All went to their own towns to be registered” is questionable. Rome was certainly known for adapting some administrative policies to established regional practices, but it’s impossible to confirm that such was the case in this instance (i.e., requiring residents to register at their birthplace). Regardless, since no satisfactory resolution exists for the aforementioned discrepancies, it’s probably best not to linger on these matters during Advent. The heart of Luke’s message lies elsewhere. 
Moving on, the narrative continues with the classic parts of the Christmas story in verse 4. Joseph travels “from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to the city of David called Bethlehem.” The journey from Nazareth —approximately 70 miles north of Jerusalem — to Bethlehem just a few miles south of Jerusalem was necessary because Joseph “was descended from the house and family of David.” On one hand, the references to David in chapter 1 (cf. 1:27, 32, 69) and the double occurrence of his name in verse 4, along with later allusions in the third gospel (cf. 3:31; 18:38-39; 20:41-44), indicate that David’s role as Jesus’ ancestor is significant.
On the other hand, the city of Bethlehem should not be passed over too quickly because it, too, has its own notable civic history beyond that of being David’s home. It was the place where Jacob buried his beloved Rachel (cf. Genesis 35:19; 48:7). It was the hometown of the concubine whose violent death by the men of Gibeah and subsequent dismemberment by her husband nearly led to the complete annihilation of the tribe of Benjamin (cf. Judges 19:1−21:25). In addition, Bethlehem became Ruth’s (i.e., David’s grandmother’s) adopted home when she chose to follow her mother-in-law Naomi back to Judea from Moab after Naomi had lost her husband and two sons.
It is, then, against the complex biblical story both of person and place — David and Bethlehem — that Luke offers a condensed account of Jesus’ birth story. With neither literary embellishment nor further comment, Luke simply reports that Joseph “went to be registered with Mary, to whom he was engaged and who was expecting a child. While they were there, the time came for her to deliver her 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” (vv. 5-7; cf. 1:26-38). With arresting literary precision, Luke constructs an extraordinary transition in verses 1-7 as he moves the readers’ attention from Rome’s ruling elite — Caesar Augustus and Governor Quirinius — to a manger near a small inn in the inconsequential village of Bethlehem. 
Luke’s plainspoken narration continues in verse 8: “There were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their flock by night” — a peaceful scene emblematic of a culture dependent on animal husbandry. However, the pastoral serenity is abruptly interrupted when “an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified []. But the angel of the Lord said to them, ‘Do not be afraid; for see — I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people’” (vv. 9-10; cf. 1:13, 30). To be sure, the shepherds’ terror at the angel’s appearance emphasizes the striking contrast between the presumptive powerbrokers of the Roman Empire and the Eternal One, who truly directs the human story. Joseph and Mary did not travel to Bethlehem merely because of an emperor’s edict; they had come to that place so that “in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord” could be born (v. 11).
The setting for the Savior’s birth was exceptional — outdoors in a stable surrounded by the squalor of animals. And this was the sign for the shepherds: “You will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger” (v. 12). Incredibly, what they saw was Mary’s firstborn son lying in a “manger [; i.e., ‘feed trough’].” Jesus, the bread of heaven, born in Bethlehem — literally the “House of Bread” — was already being symbolically offered to God as a sacrifice. It’s no wonder that “a multitude of the heavenly host” declared, “Glory to God in the highest heaven, / and on earth peace among those whom he favors!” (vv. 13-14).
From Luke’s perspective, power and glory are found not in the Roman Empire, but in a child sleeping in a manger near an inn in the small Judean village of Bethlehem, the city of David. Therefore, it’s expected that after the shepherds left, “Mary treasured all these words and pondered them in her heart” (v. 19; cf. Luke 2:34-35, 51).
*Go to Scripture Index for additional commentaries on this text.

Conversation with the Children:	Luke 2:1-14, (15-20)
Recreate the Christmas story by breaking it into its parts. The parts are: Mary and Joseph travel to Bethlehem. The innkeeper. The shepherds in the field. The angels in the sky. And later, wise men from the east. Arrange the children in chronological order according to the list. Then let the children sort of tell the story by interviewing them one by one, or group by group. You can have as many shepherds or angels as you have children available. Continue on with the Christmas story sequentially until everyone has arrived at the manger. (If you don’t have a portable mic, you will have to repeat what each child says.) And there you have it: the children telling the Christmas story. Ask the children to sit and read some of the text from Luke. Just as the shepherds praised God for all that they had seen and heard, so, too, do we praise God and give thanks for the birth of God’s Son Jesus. Close with a prayer: “Dear God, we thank you for Jesus. As we light the candles on this Christmas Eve, so let us light a candle in our hearts and share the light and love of the gift of the Christ child to each person we meet. Amen.”

Alternative Conversation with the Children
What is it that we are doing here? Why do we celebrate Christmas Eve? Because a baby was born! Jesus! If we are celebrating the birth of Jesus that means that it is his birthday! What do we do at birthday parties? We give gifts, play games, eat cake and ice cream and maybe even share a meal together. What gifts do you think we should bring to give to Jesus at the time of his birth? After they have given all of their ideas, ask them: “What are some gifts that we can give Jesus that are not things?” Giving time to make cookies for a neighbor, helping out at Sunday school by cleaning up after class, doing tasks without being asked, being kind when we don’t feel like it and loving others when it is difficult are all things we could do because we love Jesus and giving to others is giving to him. What gifts does Jesus give us? Agree that Jesus loves us no matter what we say or do. Jesus offers us the gift of forgiveness. Jesus is always with us, and we have the opportunity to always be with him. Perhaps this is the best birthday party ever! Tell the children that every party includes singing Happy Birthday. Do so as they make their way back to their seats.
														
Worship Resources
Calls to Worship — Christmas
Leader: Come, O Come, Emmanuel, Come and be with us again.
People: We celebrate the birth of the Christ child, and await his coming again!
Leader: Come, O Come, into our lives in a new way.
People: We actively participate in our world to build your reign on earth.
Leader: Come, O Come, Lord Jesus, Come.
People: Merry Christmas! Noel! Feliz Navidad! We celebrate with the world!
ALL: Christ is born today! Christ is born today!
—Rev. Mindi, Rev-o-lution website. rev-o-lution.org.

Invocations — Christmas
Come, Thou-Long Expected Jesus, Born to set Thy People Free. We have sung through our Advent-waiting and have arrived at this special day of Christmas, when we remember your birth, your incarnation, the Word Becoming Flesh. Savior and Friend, remind us this day that you became one of us. You were born like us, you walked this earth like us and you have risen from the dead as we will one day rise. Emmanuel, God with Us, remind us of your presence throughout the year, as sometimes we lose sight, we forget, and we feel alone, lost and forsaken. Remind us of your birth, your life, your death and your resurrection, as we walk the journey of our own lives. Remind us that we do not walk this journey alone. In the name of Christ, the Light of the World, the Incarnate God, we pray. Amen.
—Rev. Mindi, Rev-o-ultion website. rev-o-lution.org.

Affirmations of Faith — Christmas
We believe in Jesus Christ and his gospel, born to us all so long ago in Bethlehem of Judea.
We believe in him whose birth glorified Bethlehem, but for whom there was no room in the inn.
We believe in him whose guiding star brought together to his manger the humble shepherds and the wise men.
We believe in him whose guiding star can bring together in his name the humble and the wise everywhere.
We believe in him who walked among the common people, and who was welcomed by those with open minds and yearning hearts, whom the poor, the oppressed, the discouraged, the sick and afflicted, welcomed and accepted as their Lord and Savior.
We believe in him whose life changed the course of history, over whom kings had no power, whose life humbled the proud, toppled the mighty and elevated those of low degree.
We believe in him whose love changed human hearts for the better, and whose life and death on the cross proved that it is more important to serve than to be served, and that the greatest are those who give their lives in service for others.
We believe in him who is the Prince of Peace, whose spirit makes for justice and peace among all peoples, everywhere.
We believe that the Christmas spirit — the Spirit of Christ — is the Spirit that can change the world for the better through the power of love, faith and hope.
—Adapted by Dr. A. Howard Gabriel partly from a Christmas creed by Walter Russell Bowie and from an anonymous South American creed.

Hymns
Angels from the Realms of Glory
Angels We Have Heard on High
Hark! The Herald Angels Sing

Worship and Praise 
Away in a Manger
O Come, Let Us Adore Him
Silent Night, Holy Night
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

Lectionary Texts
Christmas Eve, Cycle A
Isaiah 9:2-7*
Psalm 96
Titus 2:11-14*
Luke 2:1-14, (15-20)*
*Go to Scripture Index for additional treatments of these texts.





