Voices from the Manger

Prelude

*Carol
The First Noel
No. 136 (1-3)
Welcome & Announcements

Call to Worship


One:
Through the ages, voices come to us.


All:
Voices of those who gathered at the manger.


One:
Voices of those who tell about the birth of a baby.


All:
Voices of those who witnessed God’s great gift of love.


One:
May we now raise our voices in worship and praise.

Carol
  Angels, from the Realms of Glory
No. 131 (1-3)
The Voice of an Angel
from Shepherds, Rejoice!
Isaac Watts
Imagine the voice of the angel who came to announce God’s good news:

Shepherds, rejoice! lift up your eyes 
And send your fears away;
News from the region of the skies: 
Salvation’s born today!
Jesus, the God whom angels fear, 
Comes down to dwell with you; 
Today he makes his entrance here, 
But not as monarchs do.

No gold, nor purple swaddling bands, 
Nor royal shining things; 
A manger for his cradle stands, 
And holds the King of kings. 
Go, shepherds, where the Infant lies, 
And see his humble throne; 
With tears of joy in all your eyes, 
Go, shepherds, kiss the Son.

Carol
Hark! the Herald Angels Sing
No. 133 (1)

The Voice of a Shepherd
Shepherd’s Song at Christmas
Langston Hughes

Imagine the voice of a shepherd boy as he prepares to travel to the manger:

Look there at the star!

I, among the least,

Will arise and take

A journey to the East.

But what shall I bring

As a present for the King?

What shall I bring to the Manger?

I will bring a song,

A song that I will sing,

In the Manger.

Watch out for my flocks,

Do not let them stray.

I am going on a journey

Far, far away.

But what shall I bring

As a present for the Child?

What shall I bring to the Manger?

I will bring a lamb,

Gentle, meek, and mild,

A lamb for the Child

In the Manger.

I’m just a shepherd boy,

Very poor I am—–

But I know there is

A King in Bethlehem.

What shall I bring

As a present just for Him?

What shall I bring to the Manger?

I will bring my heart

And give my heart to Him.

I will bring my heart

To the Manger.

Carol
While Shepherds Watched Their Flocks
No. 135

The Voices of Animals
from The Friendly Beasts
Imagine the voices of the animals that found shelter in the stable:

“I,” said the Donkey, shaggy and brown, 
“I carried His mother up hill and down; 
I carried His mother to Bethlehem town.” 
“I,” said the Donkey, shaggy and brown.

“I,” said the Cow, all white and red, 
“I gave Him my manger for His bed; 
I gave Him my hay to pillow His head.” 
“I,” said the Cow, all white and red.

“I,” said the Sheep, with the curly horn, 
“I gave Him my wool for His blanket warm; 
He wore my coat on Christmas morn.” 
“I,” said the Sheep, with the curly horn.

“I,” said the Dove, from the rafters high, 
“I cooed Him to sleep that He should not cry; 
We cooed Him to sleep, my mate and I.” 
“I,” said the Dove, from the rafters high.

Carol
Away in a Manger
No. 158 (1-2)

Prayers of the Season


Emmanuel God, we gather here this morning to celebrate incarnation. We come to cradle the holy in our arms, to hear the newborn cry of the divine creator, to see you embodied in flesh.


We gather around the manger as midwives to your birth. We long for a glance at mystery, for a brush with the presence of angels, for a glimpse of the star of all stars, for an echo of voices of witness.


We have a need for such things, God. For all that is brilliant and wondrous and unexpectedly bright. For all that merges mystery with the manger.


But we have a greater need for your presence that is with us always. So come again, Emmanuel God, to dwell among us. Bring us your grace and truth. And then may our voices share that message with the world. Amen.

Offering & Offertory


Like the sudden brilliance of the star shining into sleepy shepherds’ eyes, God brings surprising light into our darkness.


How do we capture the song of the angels? How do we count all the stars in the sky? How do we measure God’s great love for us?


Like Mary, may we ponder in our hearts all we’ve seen and heard. And may we be unable to keep our joy to ourselves.


This morning may our gifts be flashes of brightness sent into all the world.


Let us give our gifts as a sign of the love God revealed at the manger.

  *Response
What Can I Give Him?
No. 154

The Voice of Joseph
from Joseph: Foster Parent
J. Barrie Shepherd 


Imagine what the voice of Joseph might say to us:
(Faces at the Manger, pp. 48-58)
Joseph stands there,

simply stands there. . . .

There must have been,

don’t you see,

a kind of agony to being there,

a veritable torment to just standing there,

able to do nothing, say nothing that might help;

to stand and wonder what all this could mean

and fear at what might very well lie ahead

for his beloved Mary and this child

who was not even his . . .

to have to stand and simply be there. . . .

It is important,

crucially important,

that he stand there by that manger,

as he does,

in all his silent misery

of doubt, concern, and fear.

Because if Joseph were not there

there might be no place for us,

for those of us at least—

so many—who recognize and know

that heartache also for our own,

who share that helpless sense

of lostness, of impotence,

in our own lives, our families, our jobs,

in our fearful, threatened world this night.

Yes, in Joseph’s look of anguish

we find our place;

we discover that we too

belong beside the manger:

this manger in which are met

God’s peace and all our wars and fears. . . .

The stable too, in Bethlehem,

must have been a busy place on Christmas Eve,

what with birth and all its urgencies,

the visiting, worshiping shepherds

and the people they had told,

all crushing in to see.

Yet Joseph simply stands there.

“Don’t just do something,”

is what he calls to us across the centuries,

into the midst of the hustle

and the bustle of this season,



Don’t just do something,



stand there. . . .

Carol
O Little Town of Bethlehem
No. 141 (1, 3)

The Voice of Mary
from Mary at the Manger
J. Barrie Shepherd

Imagine the voice of Mary, the new mother:

(Faces at the Manger, pp. 16-21)
Could it have been a dream, then, after all:
the towering angel, and the light so clear

and radiant, strikingly vivid,

yet so gentle at the selfsame time,

as if a flame could touch,

caress one’s body even,

without pain or any burning?

It certainly seemed real at the time,

real in a way that nothing till that time

had ever been before. . . .

The child that was foretold

began, indeed, to grow to life within me.

My husband-to-be, Joseph, somehow understood

despite the cruel and vindictive gossip—

told me of a dream he had known

of an angel bearing reassuring tidings

of the child that I was carrying,

the Son of God, the Savior. . . .

But this journey,

this journey in the bleakest

dead of winter, long and aching, bitter

with my tears and Joseph’s fears along the way;

our welcome to this Bethlehem—

Joseph’s ancestral town—

where the streets are crammed with soldiers

and with beggars, and the inns are full

and every door locked tight

against the stranger;

is this a greeting for the Son of God?

Is this the kind of blessing that was promised

when the angel called me, “Blessed among women”?

Such blessing may be better done without,

that brings me to this drafty cattle cave,

this unassisted birth among the straw,

this broken manger bearing so much hope—

both human and divine—

within its worn and battered walls.

“Blessed among women,” indeed!

What kind of blessing did he have in mind?

There is a blessing, to be sure,

come forth from all that awkward pain

and sweat and blood last night.

This boy, my boy,

. . . lies here at rest.

And something tells me that the blessing

which I seek lies deep in him.

Yes, within this tiny, vulnerable frame

there is a life which, like no other,

will bring joy to me,

to this whole world before its end.

Just look at me now!

A new mother this same day,

and already I am thinking of the end!

Still, there was a shadow fell

across my heart just now;

a shadow that reminded me

that blessing for our people

has never been what it appeared

at first to be.

To be blessed,

chosen by the Lord,

has meant for us, the Jews,

the centuries-long and steady pain

of exile, of banishment, of subjugation,

homelessness, injustice, and the lash.

We have born it like a cross,

this blessing God has laid upon us.

Yet out of it has come the law,

the prophets, and the wisdom of our faith.

Might it be this sort of blessing

that the angel had in mind,

a two-edged sword that has to cut

in order to set free,

that can bring forth sheerest joy,

but only when the price of deadly pain

has all been paid?

I suppose that, in one sense,

I have just learned this in my own life,

in my own body bringing forth this child,

this lively gift of God;

learned that blessing also

bears a wounding deep within,

that the granting of God’s favor

takes away, at least for now,

the passing favors of this world.

Who knows?

For see, the babe

is stirring once again;

and I think I hear the tread

of footsteps coming toward the cave,

the bleat of sheep, as Joseph moves

across to guard the door.

Whoever’s there,

whatever blessing is,

or is to be for me,

I feel this day secure,

secure as never in my life,

secure beyond all reason

in this cold and darkened place,

this wintered season of the world.

Secure because beside me,

yes, within my very being,

God is present, God is with me,

God is sharing in and bearing

through my child the passing laughter

and the tears that we call life. . . .

Carol
What Child Is This?
No. 137 (1, 3)

The Voice of a Wise Man
Gifts Given & Received
J. Barrie Shepherd

Imagine the voice of a wise man as he reflects
(Faces at the Manger, pp. 75-76)
on his star-guided journey:

We arrived on the scene weary
and too late for the actual birth;

but from all reports it would seem to have been

a normal procedure: no visions, visitants, portents,

unless, of course, you consider the star

that led us all that dreadful way

(a matter of celestial science, actually,

hardly a sign available to the public at large).

Oh yes, there were local peasants

who claimed to have seen a whole skyful of angels

but had only their sheep for witnesses;

that, and a look of late and joyous dignity.

We had brought gifts,

unusual items to be sure,

but proper in this case, knowing what we do today

about the fate of the recipient.

I speak of the infant thus

because I have no other words

with which to name the child we saw

and recognized, and failed to recognize.

The thing is, you see,

I felt throughout a sense that all our journey

was nothing at all, a single step

in comparison to the distance

and the proximity we met within that broken manger.

Near and far ceased to exist.

Everything and everywhere was present;

present also in the sense of given,

gifted once, for all, forever.

We had not come to him,

but he to us, and the birth

that, as I said before, we really missed,

took place anyway in us, in everything that night;

takes place again right now as I recall the way it was

to give a gift and then receive

this present in return.

Carol
We Three Kings
No. 166 (1)

The Voice of a Child
Two Babies in a Manger

Imagine one more voice—this of a child at a very different manger:

It was the first time that most of the nearly one hundred children in the large Russian orphanage had heard the Christmas story. They listened carefully as two visiting Americans told them about Mary and Joseph arriving in Bethlehem. About how they found no room in the inn. About how the couple went to a stable. About how Jesus was born and placed in a manger.

When the story was complete, each child was given three small pieces of cardboard to make a manger. Each child also received a small square of yellow paper, which was to be torn into strips and serve as hay for the manger. The children used small squares of flannel that had been cut from a worn-out nightgown as the baby’s blanket. A doll-like “baby” was cut from tan felt for each child.

As the children worked on assembling their manger, the Americans walked among them to see if they needed any help. Everything seem to be going well, until one of the visitors got to the table where Misha sat. The child looked to be about six years old and had finished his project. When the American looked at the boy’s manger, he was surprised to see not one, but two babies in the manger.

The visitor called for the translator to ask Misha why there were two babies. The child crossed his arms and looked at his manager. He began to tell the story he’d just heard. He repeated it just as the Americans had told it—until he got to the part where Mary put the baby Jesus in the manger.

At that point Misha added his own ending:

“And when Mary laid the baby in the manger, Jesus looked at me and asked me if I had a place to stay. I told him I have no mamma and I have no papa, so I don’t have any place to stay.

“Then Jesus told me I could stay with him. But I told him I couldn’t, because I didn’t have a gift to give him like everybody else did.

“But I wanted to stay with Jesus so much, so I thought about what I had that maybe I could use for a gift. I thought maybe if I kept him warm, that would be a good gift.

“So I asked Jesus, ‘If I keep you warm, will that be a good enough gift?’ And Jesus told me, ‘If you keep me warm, that will be the best gift anybody ever gave me.’

“So I got into the manger. Then Jesus looked at me and told me I could stay with him—for always.”

As Misha finished his story, his eyes brimmed full of tears that splashed down his cheeks. Putting his hand over his face, his head dropped to the table and his shoulders shook as he cried.

In the story of the manger, this orphaned child had found someone who would never abandon nor abuse him, someone who would stay with him—always.

*Carol
It Came upon the Midnight Clear
No. 128

*Benediction

As we go forth, may the voices from the manger remind us of God’s great love and ever-present nearness. Amen.

Postlude

PAGE  
8

