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Sermon for Christmas Morning:
Celebrating Christmas morning on a Sunday! Blessed is the congregation who gets to have this experience! 
As I was contemplating what words I might share with you this morning, I found myself in the same boat as pastors of all times have been in: “What can I possibly say that will enrich your experience of Christmas and inspire you to become the person you were created to be?”
Well, in search of what other pastors have done on Christmas mornings past I decided to go way back in time. 1600 years ago, early church father, Jerome, apologized to his congregation for preaching longer on Christmas Day than he had intended. (I’ll be care-ful to not to do that!)
Near that same time, Augustine remarked how difficult it was to prepare a sermon for “this day which has dawned once more, brought round again by the cycle of the year.” 
And centuries later, during the time of Reformation, John Calvin himself admitted that “preaching is not something which attracts us much in our tradition. We hear a man speaking. And who is he?” we ask!
So, as I sat there in my study—I asked myself: “What can I do to help persons be glad they came—on this Sunday that is also Christmas?”
And what I came up with, what I thought would be interesting…and hopefully inspiring…was to help us take a look at the hymns we sing each Christmas. 
I began by asking myself: “Who were the persons who composed these hymns, and what might have inspired them to do so?” …for, we can be certain that each was written by a gifted artist who was in one way or another moved by the Spirit and inspired.
Well, since I, like many other Trinitarians, tend to think in threes, I have selected three of our Christmas hymns to share with you.
The first is “Hark! The Herald Angels Sing,” located on page 240 of your hymnal (you can go ahead and turn to it because we are going to sing it in just a few minutes.) But first, let us pray:  

O Lord, who sent Jesus to be born in a stable in the town called Bethlehem; we are amazed that you would come into this world as a child! We ponder the mystery of why you would became flesh and

dwell among us. We thank you for song writers and for the composers of these hymns who have given us a rich source of music by which we can celebrate the birth of Jesus.  Bless us in our learning and in our singing, we pray, as we rejoice in this event that we call Christmas!  Amen.

I. Hark! the Herald Angels Sing
It is one of Charles Wesley's best-known hymns and dates back to the 1700’s.  And though the words have been altered slightly over the years by various editors, most of it remains just as Wesley intended when he wrote it years ago. 
The begins with a triumphant announcement, quoting the angels who were the first to proclaim the good news of Jesus’ birth: 

Hark! the herald angels sing, "Glory to the newborn King;

Peace on earth, and mercy mild, God and sinners reconciled." 
In these opening phrases alone, Wesley wraps it all up for us!

We, like the angels, have opportunity to sing “Hark!” and give glory to the Messiah who has finally arrived on earth! He has come as a newborn, and he is a King who will accomplish everything the people have been hoping for: Peace on earth. Mercy from God—mercy instead of condemnation, mercy that is “mild.” And what exactly will this accomplish? God and sinners will finally be reconciled. No more separation between the creator and creature. God will be with us forever. 

  So, what was the inspiration for this hymn? 

History teaches us that this, like Charles Wesley’s other 6,500 hymns, were composed for this reason: “In order that men and women might sing their way , not only into experience, but also into knowledge: that the cultured might have their culture baptized and the ignorant might be led into truth by the gentle hand of melody and rhyme.”

Well, (chuckle) who is to say which of us is cultured and which of us is ignorant? It’s not the kind of language we use today. But there is a part of his reasoning that resonates in me: The life-changing experience that results from “the gentle hand of melody and rhyme.” Both are required, and they must fit together well in order for a hymn to catch hold in people’s hearts. 

The rhyme of “Hark the Herald Angels Sing” came to us from Charles Wesley and the melody was contributed by master composer Felix Mendelsshon. Born in a Jewish-Christian home on Feb. 3, 1809 in Hamburg, Germany, Mendelssohn was a highly-acclaimed boy prodigy who made his first public appearance as pianist at age nine! Over the course of his lifetime, he became not only a noted performer and conductor, but also a prolific composer. 

It’s interesting to also note that in studies that have been done about “the history of Christmas hymns”, it has been discovered that some of them as “carols” as well…meaning that they have a “folksy” quality. In fact,  the word “carol” came from the word “carola” which means “ring-dance.” It so happens that during the Middle Ages, carols were a kind of folk-dance music--played during the intermezzo between various scenes of mystery plays—much like the role of modern-day orchestra between the scenes of a drama production!

Then, in 1627, carols ended abruptly, when the English Puritan Parliament abolished the celebration of Christmas and all other “worldly festivals”! 

Throughout the remainder of the 17th century and on into the 18th century, there was a scarcity of these folk-like hymns in England.

And this is what makes “Hark! The Herald Angels Sing” so special: It brought back the old “folksy” approach to hymnody and is now one of the few remaining “carol hymns” to have been composed during this time.           

Let us now sing this carol together: (page 240 in Hymnal)
*****
II. “O Little Town of Bethlehem.”

The second Christmas hymn we will explore is the one entitled 

“O Little Town of Bethlehem.” (page 230 in Hymnal)
The words to this one were written by Phillips Brooks. Born in the year 1835, Brooks began serving Holy Trinity Episcopal Church in Philadelphia, the “City of Brotherly Love,” at the age of 24.  As the story goes, he went on a trip to the Holy Lands in 1865, visited Bethlehem and attended the Christmas Eve Service at the Church of the Nativity, having ridden there on horseback. He was deeply moved by the experience, noting afterwards: 

“I remember standing in the old church, close to the spot where Jesus was born, where the church was ringing hour after hour with hymns of splendid praise to God, and it seemed again and again as if I could hear voices I knew well, telling each other of the night of the wonderful night of the savior’s birth.”

Three years later, as he prepared his Christmas service on 1868, Phillips decided to write a Christmas hymn for the children to sing during their annual Christmas Program. Recalling his trip to Bethlehem and his experience of being in the church at Bethlehem, Rev. Brooks penned the five stanza poem we know as “O Little Town of Bethlehem.”

 When he had finished, he handed the poem to Mr. Lewis Redner, the Church Organist and Sunday School Superintendent and requested him to write the music for it, adding: "If it is a good tune, I will name it "St. Lewis' after you."  

As the story goes, Lewis struggled with the assignment, saying that he had no inspiration. And then finally, on the night before the Christmas Program, he awakened with music ringing in his soul. He jotted down the melody and then went back to sleep.  

The next day, the hymn “O Little Town of Bethlehem” was sung by thirty-six children and six Sunday School teachers! Brooks was so pleased with the tune that he did indeed name it after Lewis, the church organist, changing the spelling to “St. Louis” so as not to embarrass him. (?) 

Unfortunately, the fourth stanza of the hymn is seldom included in modern-day hymnals. 

“When children pure and happy pray to the blessed Child, 

Where misery cries out to Thee, Son of the mother mild,

Where charity stands watching, and faith holds wide the door,

The dark night wakes, the glory breaks, and Christmas comes once more. 

 Let us sing what we have together… (page 230)
******

III. “Joy to the World” 

As a young boy, Isaac Watts displayed literary genius and an aptitude for language study. At the age of five, he was learning Latin, at nine, Greek, at eleven, French, and at thirteen, Hebrew! Out of this, he grew to become an ardent student of theology and philosophy, and wrote many notable volumes that had powerful influence on English thinking.

When Isaac Watts was 18 years of age, he became very dissatisfied with the deplorable type of Psalm-singing that was characteristic of the churches of that day--an example of which is this Psalm that speaks of Leviathan, the wicked serpent of the sea:

Ye monsters of the bubbling deep, 

Your Master’s praises spout;

Up from the sands ye docclings peep,

And wag your tails about.

 Well, it’s no wonder Isaac criticized the hymns! And when he did so aloud, his father responded, "If you don't like the hymns we sing, then write a better one!"  To which Isaac replied, "I have." 
The next Sunday, he shared that hymn with the church, and the response was so enthusiastic that Isaac was asked to write more.  

For 222 Sundays in a row, Isaac Watts prepared a new hymn for the worship service. Over his lifetime, he wrote the words to 600 hymns, and single-handedly revolutionized the congregational singing habits of the English Church! 

As preface to his hymn collection entitled, Hymns and Spiritual Songs, Isaac Watts wrote:

“When we sing praises of God in his church, we are employed in that part of worship…that is nearest akin to heaven, and ‘tis a pity that this should be performed the worst upon earth…The very action [of singing to God] , which should elevate us to the most delightful and divine sensations (!), doth not only flatten our devotion, but too often awakens…regret…and touches all the wellsprings of uneasiness within us.”    

Very strong language…words we who desire worship that elevates us to the most delightful and divine sensations certainly agree with!

Filled with passion, Watts published his monumental work in 1710 –a volume of hymns entitled "The Psalms of David, Imitated" ---in which he focused on Psalm 98, especially verses 4, 6, 8 & 9, which read: 
 Shout joyfully to the LORD, all the earth;

Break forth in song, rejoice, and sing praises. 

… With trumpets and the sound of a horn;

Shout joyfully before the LORD, the King. 

…Let the rivers clap their hands;

Let the hills be joyful together before the LORD, 

For He is coming to judge the earth.

With righteousness He shall judge the world,

And the peoples with equity.

It was from these words of Scripture that Isaac Watts was inspired to write this most popular hymn--that we know as “Joy to the World.” (Hymnal p. 246)
Shortly afterwards, the words were set to music--adapted by Dr. Lowell Mason from George Fredrick Handel’s "The Messiah," and the hymn became one of the most joyful lively hymns of the Christmas Season: “Joy to the World”!

Let us stand! …and sing this hymn together…. (Hymnal p. 246)  

Please be seated for just a few minutes. 
From this time forward, throughout all Christmas seasons to come, we will remember the stories of how these three Christmas hymns were  inspired—and hopefully, have a new appreciation for those gifted persons who composed them.   
[pause]
In response to today’s Christmas message, let us “bring it all together” so we can hold it in our hearts. We have opportunity todo this by singing a hymn that is about Christmas in general. It is entitled Sing We Now of Christmas, and it can be found on page 237 of your hymnal: Let us sing.

