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Dear Friends and Parishioners

I have just selected the Advent
Study Course book for this year,
‘Image of the Invisible’ by Amy
Scott Robinson, published by the
Bible Reading Fellowship. I do
hope that you either attend the
sessions or read the book with its
daily readings for Advent and
Epiphany, or better still do both.
For this is a time of year when we
are thinking in several ways about
those who are ‘invisible’.
We began with the All Soul’s
Service at St Luke’s Church,
commemorating all those whom we
love but see no more in this earthly
life. They are ‘invisible’ to our
mortal eyes but, like those we
remembered on All Saints Day,
known very much in our hearts and
minds. During Remembrance
Sunday services we recalled military
personnel and civilians who
suffered due to war. With the
passing of the years and the
circumstances of conflict many of
these individuals are ‘invisible’ to us
now.
The study book refers, of course, to
God who is invisible yet known
through Jesus Christ, the power of
the Holy Spirit and the
awesomeness of creation. This
‘awesomeness of creation’ includes

us as human beings, made in God’s
image. In Genesis we read how
God breathed life into Adam,
thereby giving humanity divine
potential which culminated in Jesus.
This divine spark is within each one
of us longing to burst more fully
into a life-giving flame that will
make the invisible God visible
through us; as Meister Eckhart
wrote: ‘When God made man the
innermost heart of the Godhead
was put into man.’ During Advent
we seek to fan that spark into
flame; to re-ignite the glowing
embers of the Godhead that may
have been dulled by daily life.
Using the study book, we can think
about our image of God, how the
invisible God appears in the Bible
and how, during Christmas, we
experience God made visible in
Jesus as well has how we might see
God in creation.
Have a blessed Advent
Prayers and blessings
Canon Janice

Tom Cowell writes:
People have been coming up to me
to say how much
they appreciated
and enjoyed the All
Souls’ Day evening
service at St Luke’s
on Sunday 27th
October.
Particularly
mentioned was the
way people were remembered by
having their name read out, and
also the opportunity to come
forward to light a candle in their
memory.
Looking towards Christmas, as we
come into Advent, I have now
ordered the Christmas tree to come
on Thursday 12th December and
David and Tom will put it up in
place in front of the pulpit, ready
for our combined carol service with
the Manx Footpaths Society. This
will be held at 3pm on Sunday 15th
December – note that there will not
be a 6.30pm service that day.
It would be much appreciated if
people would come along on Friday
13th or Saturday 14th to help to
decorate the church with flowers
and greenery suitable for the
season.

Your Garden in December

Protect your vulnerable plants and
roses against frost by covering
them with old newspapers, straw or
garden fleece. Provided that the
days are frost free, you can still
prune apple trees and plant bulbs.
After pruning, treat the pruning
‘wounds’ on the apple trees with a
sealing agent. These should be
available at any garden centre or
nursery. Keep your pond free of
ice in at least one section by
floating a ball on top. Prune and
cut back grape vines and remember
to disconnect the outside taps or
wrap them to protect against
freezing. Your shrubs and rose
trees will benefit from a dressing of
well-rotted farm yard manure or
loam from your compost heap
around the roots. Check your
container and tub plants to ensure
that they are coping with the
weather, and wrap the pots if
necessary. Don’t forget about the
birds in the cold weather. They will
welcome bird seeds and chopped
up apples, as well as fat balls.
They will need water to drink too,
because many of their usual
drinking sources will be frozen.

Thomas S J Cowell MBE

Some years ago, I stood in a reconstructed
Synagogue in Capernaum just drinking in
the atmosphere. A group of tourists came
in and I was most edified to hear their
guide tell them “of course, Jesus was
Jewish – on his mother’s side”. I laughed,
but then I started thinking about what that
meant. He did have a Jewish mother, to be
sure, but his father was in Heaven and has
no nationality.

Although Mary and Joseph had gone
through a betrothal ceremony, Mary was
pregnant before she and Joseph came to
live together. Their families, friends and
neighbours would think that the couple
were scandalous, that they did not care
about the rules of their society, and if
Joseph went ahead with the arrangement,
they would assume that he was just as
guilty as Mary.

The traditional Nativity scene on our
Christmas cards has Mary with the Holy
Babe. Around her are the shepherds and
Magi. We may also see stable animals,
angels and a star. While
Joseph is often included,
his presence seems to be
of minor importance.
Joseph was a resident of
Nazareth. He worked as
a carpenter and his skills
would have included making furniture,
repairing buildings and crafting agricultural
tools. Although Joseph had an honourable
profession, he would not have been a man
of great wealth. But Jesus was a tiny baby,
in a time and place where women meant
little. God knew that his son needed an
earthly father to protect him and teach him
the everyday things he needed to know. So
God chose Joseph.

But Joseph knew that the child was not his.
He was in a quandary. He was a good
man; he couldn’t bear to let people think
that he had done this wicked thing, and it
isn’t too far to stretch what we know
about this situation to imagine that he
felt very hurt and wounded that his
beautiful young bride had gone and
slept with another man. So he
decides that he must be rid of this
intolerable arrangement. But he is
also a compassionate and merciful man. He
did not want to subject Mary to a trial and
the probable punishment he knew was due
to her. He therefore sought to divorce Mary
quietly so that no harm would come to her.

When we think about the birth of Christ, its
Mary who gets all the publicity. To be sure,
Mary’s role and choices were dramatic.
Today, unmarried mothers are not in any
way unusual. But in those days, by Jewish
law, if a woman was found not to be a
virgin before marriage she could be stoned
to death. She would certainly be ostracised
and treated as a shameful woman – even
by her family.

Joseph must have been an extraordinary
man. Remember, he thought the baby had
an earthly father. Despite believing that
Mary had cheated on him, despite his hurt
and anger, he still sought to be merciful and
compassionate. I think that he must have
really loved Mary. In the Gospel, we are
told that an angel appears to Joseph in a
dream to reassure him. I can’t help but
think that it must still have been hard for
Joseph to believe what he had dreamt. Put
yourself in his place – he’s utterly heart sick
at what he thinks is a betrayal by the
beloved girl he hoped to spend his life with.
She can’t even come up with a convincing
story! He’s fretting about it every waking
minute of every day – he’d probably think

that it was no wonder he was dreaming
about it too. And what a dream!
Imagine him waking up full of hope;
wanting to believe it so much it hurts, but
then realising that it was just a dream.
How could it be possible that this little girl
was about to give birth to the Son of God,
the Messiah?
What should he do? What could he do? In
his despair, I imagine that he did the only
thing that was left open to him – he took it
to the Lord in prayer. And somehow, God
gave him the strength to believe. To
believe that this amazing, incredible,
fantastic thing really was true, that not only
had his beloved not betrayed him, but also
that they both had been chosen by God to
have a part in bringing such a blessing to
the world.
Joseph chose to trust God
and to do His will. It
wasn’t a great and
glorious role. Joseph isn’t
portrayed
on stained glass windows
all over the world and he
isn’t venerated as Mary is. He was just a
bystander. But imagine if he had said no.
As a wise man once said “The only thing
necessary for the triumph of evil is for good
men to do nothing.” Imagine if Mary had
been cast out of her community as a fallen
woman, with no one to protect her and the
child. Yes, I know that God would have
protected them, but if he had had to
interfere with the child’s life from the very
beginning, that must surely have
compromised the intention that Jesus was
fully human and lived as a human here on
earth.
But God let Joseph choose. That’s what
God does. He asks us to do things that he
wants us to do, but he lets us choose, even
if our choices aren’t what He hoped we
would do. But Joseph chose well.

He chose to accept the role God had given
him: to accept Mary as his wife and her
child as his son. We know that he did this
because in Matthew chapter 13, when Jesus
comes to teach in the synagogue in
Nazareth, the people say “Where did this
man get this wisdom and these deeds of
power? Is not this the carpenter’s son? Is
not his mother called Mary? And are not his
brothers James and Joseph and Simon and
Judas?” So Joseph did the job properly. He
raised Jesus as his own and taught him all
that he could, including the trade of a
carpenter and the ways of the Jewish law.
When we ask God to give us a work to do
for him, we probably mean something
glorious, something that shows us off in our
best light. But what Joseph did was so
very, very important, but it was also very,
very ordinary. Just to be a Dad, to be a
good husband. In the eyes of the
world, Joseph was a nobody. He
was not a man of valour, fame
and fortune. But he was the one
who had parental responsibility
for the greatest person who has
ever lived.
What is God asking of all of us? Are we
listening? Are we afraid to answer God’s
request because we might be ridiculed, or
even shunned for being marked out as one
of God’s children? What’s worse, a few
misguided people laughing at us, or God
being disappointed with us? It is sad that
we often equate ordinariness with
ineffectiveness. Down the ages, God has
used many ordinary people to accomplish
great things and God continues to use
ordinary people. Like Joseph, we need to
know that doing God’s will is the most
important thing in life. My prayer is that
we, this Christmas, respond to God’s call to
us and please Him in all that we do.

Heather

Date
Sunday 1st
Advent Sunday
Monday 2nd
Sunday 8th
2nd Sunday of
Advent
Monday 9th
Sunday 15th
3rd Sunday of
Advent
Monday 16th
Sunday 22nd
4th Sunday of
Advent
Monday 23rd
Tuesday 24th
Christmas Eve
Wednesday 25th
Christmas Day
Sunday 29th
1st Sunday of
Christmas

Time
10.00
11.30
18.30
19.30
10.00
11.30
18.30
19.30
10.00
11.30
15.00
19.30
16.00
18.30

Location
Marown
Marown
Baldwin
Marown
Marown
Marown
Baldwin
Marown
Marown
Marown
Baldwin
Marown
Marown
Baldwin

Details
Morning Prayer (BCP)
Messy Church
Evening Prayer (BCP)
Advent Course
Holy Communion (BCP)
Family Service (Child Groups)
Holy Communion (BCP)
Advent Course
Holy Communion (CW) Choir
Celtic Communion (Child Groups)
Walkers Carol Service
Advent Course
Nativity Play and Christingle
Carol Service

19.30
18.30
23.30
10.00

Marown
Baldwin
Marown
Marown

Advent Course
Christmas Communion
Christmas Communion
Family Service

11.15
18.30

Marown
Baldwin

All-ages Together Worship
Holy Communion (CW)

Last month’s puzzle solution

Advent Course
This year’s Advent Course starts on
Monday 2nd December at 7.30pm in
Marown Church and will run for four
weeks. See the Vicar’s letter for more
information.

Mothers’ Union Marown Branch
Dates for your Diary
December: 11th - Christmas lunch
January: 8th no meeting (Community
Lunch) 22nd - meeting
February: 12th and 26th - meetings
March: 6th Women’s World Day of
Prayer; 11th and 25th - meetings
April: 8th and 22nd - meetings

Christingle: a generous present
from the Moravians
It is the Moravians whom we have to
thank for bringing us the Christingle.
Especially one Moravian clergyman: John
de Watteville. On 20th December, 1747,
John de Watteville was taking a children’s
service in his
Moravian church in
Marienborn, Germany.
He led the children in
some hymns, and
read out verses which
the children
themselves had
written to celebrate
the birth of Jesus.
Then he explained to
the children that true
happiness only comes
through knowing
Jesus. “Jesus ”, said
John de Watteville,
“has kindled in each
little heart a flame
which keeps burning
to their joy and our
happiness”.
John de Watteville
then went on to
illustrate that ‘flame’.
He gave each child a
little lighted wax candle, tied around with
a red ribbon. He ended his service with
a little prayer: “Lord Jesus, kindle a flame

in these children’s hearts, that theirs like
Thine become”.

The visual aid was a great success with
the children; for the Marienborn Diary for
that day concludes: “hereupon the
children went full of joy with their lighted

candles to their rooms and so went glad
and happy to bed”.
The candle and red ribbon were
remembered the following year, and the
following after that.... The years came
and went, and as the Moravians began to
travel beyond Germany, so they took the
custom with them. In each country the
Christians adapted it
for their own use.
No one knows for
certain when the word
‘Christingle’ was first
used with regard to
the custom and
indeed, no- one even
knows where the
word ‘Christingle’
comes from. Some
people say it is from
the old Saxon word
‘ingle’ (fire), meaning
‘Christ-fire or light’.
Another theory is that
it derives from the
German ‘engel’
(angel), meaning
‘Christ-angel’.
In any event, the
symbolism of
Christingle gradually
developed, until
today, we use an
orange, representing the world, with a
lighted candle to represent Christ, the
Light of the World. Nuts, raisins and
sweets on cocktail sticks around the
candle represent God’s bounty and
goodness in providing the fruits of the
earth. Red ribbon, wrapped around the
middle of the orange, reminds us of the
blood of Christ shed for all people on the
cross at Calvary.

A Green

Christmas?
Are we not
dreaming of a
White
Christmas?
Strictly, a
green
Christmas is
one when no
snow falls and we can see green everywhere;
increasingly though, a Green Christmas refers
to an environmentally friendly Christmas that
does not cost the Earth.
Lavish, indulgent Christmas celebrations can
be bad news for the environment: our annual
consumption devours thousands of tonnes of
wrapping paper, millions of trees and turkeys,
hundreds of millions of cards and generates
obscene amounts of waste, much of it plastic.
But it does not have to be this way. With
some forethought, discussion with friends and
family, and a change of focus, we can choose
a simpler approach without becoming
Scrooge: scrimping on food, partying or
switching off lights. This may even help us as
Christians to focus on the true meaning and
spirit of Christmas, and have ripple effects
onto those around us in terms of our beliefs,
values and what it means to be an Eco
Church, respecting the Earth at this most
wonderful time of year.
Like all the other seasons, the key to a Green
Christmas is to simplify – this reduces our
environmental impact, but also reduces costs,
stress and waste. So let’s looks at some ideas
we can all try:
Gifts – if we are honest, most of us do not
need anything new! Our homes are stuffed
and decluttering has become a new industry
and buzz word. But how can we simplify?
 How about trying the “One Gift Rule”
within your family or circle of friends;
rather than everyone stressing about
getting everyone else a gift, you can agree
together who will buy for whom, or even
pull names from a hat, so each person gets
just one gift for that one person whose

name they got. They can then dedicate
lots of time and energy to choosing that
one gift.
 Choose Green Gifts – these might actually
not be a thing at all, but a gift to charity,
sponsorship, an experience (e.g. a
workshop to learn a new craft, tickets for
the theatre or a meal out, kayaking trip
round the island), or something
homemade. A gift made by a local artist
can also be a good choice as it will not
have consumed fuels being transported
across the world, nor be wrapped in layers
of plastic packaging. A gift that helps the
recipient reduce their own eco footprint
can also be a good idea – such as a
reusable water bottle or travel mug,
reusable shopping bag or beeswax wraps.
 Choose durable gifts that do not rely on
disposables such as batteries.
Wrapping Gifts – once you’ve carefully
chosen the gift, it is time to consider how to
wrap it in a ‘green’ way. You can make
elegant, beautiful-looking gifts without using
metallic wrap that cannot be recycled or even
vast amounts of ordinary wrap; you can reuse wrapping paper (e.g. large wrapped
presents usually have large enough flat
sections that can be reused for wrapping
smaller gifts), use brown paper or even
newspaper, with colourful fabric ribbons,
string or raffia and homemade gift tags. Your
kids and grand-kids might enjoy helping to
make these!
Decorations – a beautifully but simply
decorated home is one of the real joys of the
Christmas season, and it is easy to do this in a
‘green’ way. Many of us will re-use
decorations that we have owned for years. If
you are tempted to get new, try to avoid
plastic ones, shipped in from faraway places,
but opt for locally crafted ones made with
natural materials, such as wood or fabric, or
have a look in your local charity shop. You
could also ‘bring the outdoors inside’ with
natural foliage, or you and your family could
get creative and make some new decorations.
Use energy-efficient LED lighting, and make
sure your lights are on timers, so they are not

left switched on overnight or when you are
not about. Choose candles made from soy,
beeswax or natural vegetable-based wax.

 Use the right-sized saucepan when cooking
so you reduce the amount of energy and
water you use to cook e.g. your veggies!

The debate still runs about which is ‘greener’,
a real or artificial tree? Artificial trees can last
for many years, and if re-used extensively,
they may consume fewer resources in the
long-run. However most consider that a real
(preferably live re-usable) tree is the
‘greenest’ option, provided it is grown locally
in a way that is sympathetic to local wildlife,
and that you recycle it properly after
Christmas, and not send it to landfill.

Have a Very Joyful, but Simple, Green
Christmas!

Finally our traditional turkey dinners with all of
the trimmings have often clocked up large
carbon footprints with huge numbers of air
miles by the time they reach our plates – try
to buy local, choosing food that is not
wrapped in plastic and meat that has been
reared humanely, if possible close to where
you live. Or be radical and choose a veggie
option, such as a delicious vegetable-based
roast.
One of the simplest ideas to avoid food waste
is to plan your menus for over the holiday
period carefully, including days when you plan
to eat leftovers, and strictly limit what you buy
to your shopping list and what you really need
for the number of guests you will have. Then
stick to it, don’t be tempted once at the
shops! This will help you be ‘green’, but also
save money and even calories!
There are lots of other ‘green’ tips you can try
in the run-up to Christmas:
 Defrost your freezer so it works more
efficiently and you will create room for
leftovers so they do not go to waste.
 Remember to take lots of reusable bags
when you go shopping to avoid plastic
bags!
 Skip on disposable cutlery and napkins.
Use metal cutlery and fabric napkins
instead.
 Close your curtains promptly when it gets
dark in the evenings, to keep the heat in,
saving energy and money.
 Turn off appliances at the socket rather
than leaving on stand-by, reducing their
energy consumption.

Ethical Christmas Presents
Here are some alternative presents, that are
eco-friendly, useful, and fairly traded.

Christian Aid

(christianaid.org.uk/christmaspresents) invites
supporters to send them a donation, and in
return, they will send a personalised card to
your friend or relations, describing the gift you
have chosen to give on their behalf.

Send a Cow (sendacow.org/gifts) also invites
supporters to send a donation for a range of
practical gifts, for use in helping people from
Ethiopia to Zambia.

Traidcraft (traidcraftshop.co.uk) offers

everything from bamboo tights to clocks to
food and cosmetics.

WaterAid (shop.wateraid.org) provides

sanitation equipment (such as taps to promote
hand washing) to villages in Africa, Asia or
Central America. The person you nominate
will receive a card to let them know this has
been done in their name.

World Vision (musthavegifts.org) offers you

the choice of sending various specific items
from mosquito nets to garden tools, all of
which they say are specifically asked for and
needed.
With WWF (wwf.org.uk) you can adopt a wild
animal, from a dolphin to an orangutan. WWF
will send your nominated person an adoption
certificate and even a cuddly toy.

How Father Christmas got where
he is today
One person you are bound to run into
this Christmas season is Father
Christmas. These days he seems to be in
every shop that you go in! But Father
Christmas wasn’t always the red-suited,
white-bearded jolly
fellow that he is
today. He began life
as Nicholas, born
about AD260 in
Patara, an important
port on the southern
coast of what is now
Turkey. When his
parents died and left
him a fortune,
Nicholas gave it away
to the poor. He became a bishop of the
nearby city of Myra, where he almost
certainly suffered persecution and
imprisonment at the hand of the Roman
Emperor Diocletian. Nicholas was a
serious theologian: he was a participant
at the First Council of Nicaea, which
formulated the Creed which we still say
today. He even, reportedly, slapped
another bishop in a squabble over the
exact nature of the Trinity. Nicholas died
in Myra about AD343, but the stories of
his generosity and kindness were just
beginning. One enduring tale tells of the
three girls he rescued from a very bad
fate by giving them gold for their
dowries. In the UK, Nicholas became the
basis for Father Christmas, who emerged
in Victorian times as a jolly-faced
bearded character. Meanwhile, Dutch
and German settlers had taken him to
America with them as Sinter Klaas and
Sankt Nicklas. But we owe the CocaCola advertising campaign of 1931 for

the bright red, fur-trimmed coat and a
large belt that we are familiar with today.
25th December: Jesus’ Birthday?
The Bible does not give a date for the
birth of Jesus. In the third century it was
suggested that Jesus was conceived at
the Spring equinox, 25th March,
popularising the belief that He was born
nine months later on 25th December. But
He almost certainly wasn’t. The story of
how that date came to be chosen seems
to have started on the Greek island of
Rhodes in 283 BC. That year the solstice
fell on 25th December, and that was also
the day which was dedicated to the sun
god. When Constantine became the first
pro-Christian Roman Emperor he wanted
the Church to celebrate the birth of Jesus
Christ on 25th December, possibly
because he felt that the ancient sun
god’s association with goodness, light,
warmth and life, traditionally celebrated
on that day in the pagan world, would
help ease the people’s transition from
paganism to Christianity. Finally, John
Chrysostom, the Archbishop of
Constantinople,
encouraged
Christians worldwide
to make Christmas a
holy day in about AD
400.
In the early Middle Ages, Christians
celebrated a series of midwinter holy
days. Epiphany was the climax of the 12
days of Christmas, which begin on 25th
December. In time, the date became a
fixture both for religious observance and
feasting. Cooking a boar was a common
feature of mediaeval Christmas feasts,
and singing carols accompanied it. In

the 17th century the rise of new
Protestant denominations led to a
rejection of many celebrations that were
associated with Catholic Christianity and
Christmas was one of them. After the
execution of Charles I, England’s Puritan
rulers made the celebration of Christmas
illegal for 14 years. The restoration of
Charles II ended the ban, but religious
leaders continued to discourage excess,
especially in Scotland.
By the 1820s, there was a sense that the
significance of Christmas was declining.
Charles Dickens was one of several
writers who sought to restore it. His
novel A Christmas Carol was significant in
reviving merriment during the festival.
He emphasised charity and family
reunions, alongside religious observance.
Christmas trees, paper chains, cards and
many of our traditions. On Boxing Day,
26th December, tradesmen and servants
who had given reliable service during the
year would collect ‘boxes’ of money or
gifts from their customers.
Mistletoe’s Smelly History
Did you know that the word ‘mistletoe’
means dung on a tree?
The Anglo-Saxons
thought that mistletoe
grew in trees where
birds had left their
droppings. Mistel
means dung, and tan means twig.
Mince Pie Anyone?
Mince pies have been traditional English
Christmas fare since the Middle Ages,
when the key ingredient was actually
meat. The addition of spices, suet and
alcohol to the meat came about as an
alternative to salting and smoking in
order to preserve the food. Mince pies

used to be a
different shape –
cradle shaped with
a pastry baby Jesus
on top.
The Advent Crown
Lighting the
candles of the
Advent Crown
is a much
loved element
of our Advent
services, and
many of us will remember the tinsel and
wire coat hanger one which always made
an appearance on the BBC’s Blue Peter at
this time of year. Our Advent Crown has
four candles in a ring around a white or
gold candle. Three of them are purple
candles, reflecting the liturgical colour for
Advent (purple is associated with
penitence) with a pink candle for the
Third Sunday. The candles are lit, one at
a time, on the four Sunday’s of Advent as
follows::
Advent 1 - The Patriarchs
Advent 2 - The Prophets
Advent 3 - John the Baptist
Advent 4 - The Virgin Mary
Each of the four Sundays reminds us of
those who prepared for the coming of
Christ. ‘The Patriarchs’ can naturally
focus on Abraham, our father in faith,
and David, the ancestor in whose city
Jesus was born. ‘The Prophets’ gives an
opportunity to reflect on the way the
birth of the Messiah was foretold. John
the Baptist, who proclaimed the coming
of the Saviour, and Mary who bore him
in her womb, complete the picture. The
white candle always represents Jesus and
is lit on Christmas day.

St Stephen was one of the first deacons
of the Christian Church and the first
Christian martyr. He is believed to have
been a Greek Jew who converted to
Christianity. When the number of
followers of Jesus in the first century
Christian Church increased, there was
much confusion over the distribution of
alms and the serving of the poor.
Stephen's trustworthy character marked
him out,
and he
was
chosen as
one of
the seven
deacons
dedicated
to
performin
g this
task. An
excellent
and well
trusted orator, his preaching style was so
effective that many Jews became worried
about his success. They accused him of
blasphemy and he was made to stand
trial.
At the supreme Jewish law court, the
Sanhedrin, Stephen recounted the many
mercies that God had given the children
of Israel, and the ungrateful way in
which they had repaid Him. He accused
them of being responsible for the death
of Jesus, whose coming, he said, had
been foretold by Moses. Not surprisingly,
this angered the Jewish leaders and he
was dragged out onto the streets to be
punished. He was then stoned to death
according to the law at that time, an
event witnessed by a young man called
Saul, who was violently against this new

‘sect’. Of course, Saul eventually met
with the risen Jesus , and was thence
known as Paul, but that’s another story.
It is believed that Stephen died around
the year AD 34.
Tradition has it that Stephen was initially
buried in a grave to the north of
Jerusalem, but that his body was
exhumed and moved to a new grave
outside the Damascus Gate. This is
where the
stoning is
believed
to have
taken
place.
Acts 6 and
7 tells us
all that we
know of
his life,
and
death.
By the fourth century Stephen had his
own feast day in both the Eastern and
Western Churches. Early on the Church
made Stephen the patron saint of
deacons, then in the late Middle Ages he
was also invoked against
headaches, headaches, horses, coffin
makers, and masons. He is often
represented carrying a pile of rocks or
with rocks on his head. .
In England, 46 ancient churches are
dedicated to him, most of them built
after the Norman Conquest. In art
Stephen is usually given a book of the
Gospels and a stone, and sometimes the
palm of martyrdom.

Some well-known hymns are associated with
specific times of year. In particular, Christmas
is linked with carols, in the wider community
as much as among regular church-goers.
'Once in Royal David's City' is a Christmas
hymn probably heard more out of church than
in, through its frequent broadcasting in high
streets and shopping centres. For those who
attend church at this season it has a special
resonance, being traditionally associated with
a hushed start to the Carol Service, with the
first verse being sung in semi-darkness by a
solo voice. This tradition became established
through the King's College Chapel service of
Nine Lessons and Carols, first held in 1918 not long after the Armistice - and broadcast
annually from 1928 onwards.
This Christmas hymn is from the productive
pen of Cecil Frances Alexander (1818-1895),
who wrote nearly 400 hymns, mostly for
children. She was the wife of the Anglican
Primate of Ireland, Archbishop William
Alexander, and an active participant in his
work, travelling with him throughout Ireland
and working with children – a task to which
she felt a particular calling. Many of her
poems and hymns were written to help
youngsters understand and remember the
Christian message. Her first collection was
published in 1848 as 'Hymns for Little
Children'. Here 'Once in Royal David's City'
first appeared as a poem, and there it might
have remained in relative obscurity.
But an attractive and memorable tune makes
a poem much easier to remember, and so it
was that 'Once in Royal David's City' gained an
enduring popularity when Henry Gauntlett
discovered it in 1849 and wrote the
memorable tune Irby that we sing today –
indeed that has really been the only tune ever
used for this carol. Henry John Gauntlett
(1805-1876) was rather a child prodigy,
becoming organist of Olney church at the age
of nine, then playing at several leading
London churches and later being awarded an
honorary Doctorate of Music by the
Archbishop of Canterbury . He is known to

have composed over 1,000 hymns and tunes;
several are still in modern hymn-books, but
none more popular as the one for 'Once in
Royal David's City'.
So this carol [or, to be more correct,
Christmas hymn] may indeed be a favourite
and well-known, but what of its message?
Does it still inform as well as delight, as Mrs
Alexander intended when she was inspired to
write it? The City of the first line is of course
Bethlehem (the birthplace of Jesus and of his
ancestor King David). St Luke's gospel tells us
only that the Christ-child was laid in a manger,
because there was no room in the inn. We
know that this almost certainly would have
been in a cave, not a lowly cattle-shed, but,
wherever it was, what could be more natural
than to place the baby in the manger for his
bed containing the soft hay for animal feed.
Presumably there was another manger so the
cattle could continue to feed!
To the popular mind this may sound
comfortably cosy and twee, especially when
emphasised by the fairy lights and tinsel of
modern Christmas decorations, but the key
point is that the God-child (who later became
our Saviour) was born into the most humble
of families, in the most basic of surroundings,
where material possessions were almost
absent. Throughout Jesus' ministry here on
earth his most evident concern was for the
poor, the oppressed and the dispossessed,
and he could be frankly dismissive of those
with power and material wealth. From then to
now, there have always been poverty and
displaced peoples somewhere among the
nations of earth. The daily news constantly
reminds us that this is certainly true of our
present day, so this Christmas, as we rightly
celebrate the coming of Christ, let us
remember that Jesus came to give and not to
receive. As Cecil Alexander points out, he is
our ... pattern, who feels for our sadness and
shares in our gladness. When we ourselves
show such empathy and compassion to others
we help to bring the Kingdom of God a step
closer.
Don Roworth
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Unto us a Boy is Born
Wishing everyone a peaceful
and Blessed Christmas.

Yes, it’s one year since I took
over editing the Parish
Magazine. That year has
absolutely flown past! I hope
that you have enjoyed
reading the mag as much as I
have enjoyed producing it!
Regards, Heather

