CLASSIC CAROLS OF CHRISTMAS
#4 Silent Night 

December 21st, 2008 – Luke 1:5-22,57-80
Christmas is a time of surprises. A lady was preparing her Christmas cookies. There came a knock at the door. She went to find a man, his clothes poor, obviously looking for some Christmas odd jobs. He asked her if there was anything he could do. She said, Can you paint? He said, Yes, I’m a rather good painter. She said, Well, there are two gallons of green paint there and a brush, and there’s a porch out back that needs to be painted. Please do a good job. I’ll pay you what the job is worth. He said, Fine. I’ll be done quickly. She went back to her cookie making and didn’t think much more about it until there was a knock at the door. She went, and the obviousness of his painting was evident: he had it on his clothes. She said, Did you finish the job. He said, Yes. She said, Did you do a good job? He said, Yes. But lady, there’s one thing I’d like to point out to you. That’s not a Porsche back there. That’s a Mercedes. Christmas is a time of surprises. I discovered some surprises with Silent Night!
HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

 I want you to be transported, if you like, almost two hundred years, 180 years or so, to Austria.. beautiful scenery, Alps...mountains...  the village of Oberndorf in Austria.  This carol is written by Joseph Mohr. He was born to an unwed mother. There’s something peculiarly apt, I suppose, about the Nativity story and the way this carol came into being.  He never knew his father: his father joined the army as a musketeer, and we know nothing more about him.  The boy Joseph was to receive an education in the city of Salzburg; the choir master assumed the role of a foster father, and the choir director of St. Peter’s in that beautiful city of Salzburg was none other than Franz Josef Haydn. 
On December 24,th 1818 Pastor Joseph Mohr journeyed to the home of musician – schoolteacher Franz Gruber. He showed his friend the poem he had written in 1816 and asked him to add a melody. Gruber went out to visit a poor family who was expecting a baby. He arrived just as the wife gave birth. He reflected on how similar the scene he had just experienced must have been to the events of the night Jesus was born. As he walked home he composed a song in his head which reflected on the emotion and mystery of the holy child's birth.
Silent Night (Stille Nacht) was sung for the first time as a duet accompanied on guitar because the organ had broken down. The story goes on that the man who later came to repair the organ so loved the song that he spread the hymn through the Alpine region – and ultimately it came to the attention of the king and queen, who asked for a royal performance assuring the carol’s fame. It was first published for congregational singing in an 1838 German songbook. It was first performed in America in 1839 in New York City, and first appeared in English in an 1863 book of Sunday school songs
The original carol had six verses of which most of us are familiar with three. I was also surprised to discover that there is a slight difference between the original first verse and the one we have come to know today:  Silent night! Holy Night! All is calm, all is bright. Round yon godly tender pair. Holy Infant with curly hair. Sleep in heavenly peace... (Stille Nacht! Heilige Nacht! Alles schläft; einsam wacht  Nur das traute heilige Paar. Holder Knab' im lockigten Haar, Schlaf’ in himmlischer Ruh!) Silent night, holy night! All is calm, all is bright, Round yon virgin mother and child! Holy Infant, so tender and mild, Sleep in heavenly peace…
In this verse, the night is silent. But, the tender pair (Mary and Jesus) is not sleeping. They alone are awake. So the verse ends with an imperative: Go to sleep, blessed boy with curly hair! In other words, the German original makes it clear that Jesus is not some magic baby who sleeps soundlessly through his first night of life, but a real infant who fusses and needs encouragement to get to sleep. With the German original in mind, it’s easy to see that the first verse of the English translation preserves the imperative, though losing the fact that Jesus and his mother are still awake. (The English also loses the part about the curly hair.)
This morning let’s take a few moments to reflect on the power and significance of silence. It is amazing how often times of silence can give way to insight and creativity. In Luke 1 we read of Zechariah, a man who endured at least nine months of silence. It's Zechariah's story that we want to learn from today.  READ Luke 1:5-10.
Zechariah was a priest. Every descendent of Levi was a person who served at the temple. Every descendent of Aaron (the brother of Moses) was a priest. By this time there were so many priests that the priests were divided into 24 groups. Each group served for a week at a time twice a year. Even at this there were a large number of priests for each period. So, the key jobs would be chosen by lot (like our drawing a name out of a hat). There were four jobs that were determined by lot each day. The most significant of those jobs was to offer the incense at the daily sacrifices. This was an honored job because you went into the Temple and stood in the Holy Place alone. ..just steps away from the Most Holy Place which no man entered except once a year. You symbolically offered the prayers of the people to God. The Jewish Talmud reports that a person's name could only be drawn for this honor once in their lifetime. It was an honor most never had the chance to enjoy.

At this time Zechariah was fairly old. Alfred Edersheim an expert on the life and times of Jesus, reports that Zechariah was at least 60. For all these years he had waited hoping that some time the lot would fall to him. This year it did. When the time came for Zechariah to enter the Holy Place to offer the incense, the people stood outside praying. But things did not go as planned. While Zechariah was offering the incense in this most solemn act an angel appeared to him. This was not any angel . . . it was the angel Gabriel. Naturally, Zechariah was frightened. The angel spoke words that staggered him: 
Do not be afraid, Zechariah; your prayer has been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you are to give him the name John. He will be a joy and delight to you, and many will rejoice because of his birth, for he will be great in the sight of the Lord. He is never to take wine or other fermented drink, and he will be filled with the Holy Spirit even from birth. Many of the people of Israel will he bring back to the Lord their God. And he will go on before the Lord, in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to their children and the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous—to make ready a people prepared for the Lord (Luke 1:13-17).
This was incredible news. Maybe too incredible. For years Zechariah had dreamt of having a child. In his day you were considered to be cursed by God to be unmarried or to be married and childless. In those days you could even get a divorce if you were unable to have children. But Zechariah loved Elizabeth. They had worked through the pain and the disappointment. They didn't understand . . . but they continued to trust God. The angel's words took him by surprise. He had been so disappointed that he would not allow himself to hope again. Would he dare to believe again? Would he dare to open himself to the potential for hurt and disappointment? He was reluctant (maybe we would be too). He had questions. He wanted more proof that it was true. READ Luke 1:18-19.
But how much more evidence can you have than the testimony of one of God's very own messengers? To doubt the message was to doubt the one who sent it. So, the angel said, And now you will be silent and not able to speak until the day this happens, because you did not believe my words, which will come true at their proper time. (Luke 1:20)
READ Luke 1:21-22. Meanwhile, outside the temple the people are wondering what is going on. This was a daily ritual and they knew how long things normally took. Zechariah had been in the temple much longer than usual. Finally he came out and stood where he would normally have the honor of pronouncing a blessing on the people. But he could not speak. He could not hear the trumpets, the crowd. He was deaf and dumb. But the people got the message that something had happened. Zechariah was stricken deaf and dumb. This seems to be a horrible punishment. He was shut up in his own world only able to communicate by writing. Was God being unfair? No. Think of what God could have done. He could have struck him dead! (He's done it before.) He could have told Zechariah that since he had such trouble believing, the son would NOT be born to him. In comparison to what might have happened . . . God was quite merciful. 
When his son was born, Zechariah still could hear and say nothing. Eight days later it was time for the dedication and circumcision of their son. It was traditional that at this time the child would be officially and legally named. Since Zechariah could not talk, the rabbi's assumed that the child would be named after his father (which was traditional). Elizabeth, to the neighbors’ surprise, said that her son must be called John and Zechariah indicated that that was also his desire. John is a shorter form of the name Jehohanan, which means "Jehovah's gift" or "God is gracious." It was the name which God had ordered to be given to the child and it described the parents' gratitude for an unexpected joy. Upon following God's directions Zechariah's silence ended. He could once again speak and hear.

SILENCE GIVES US A CHANCE TO LISTEN
Do you see what Zechariah's problem was? He was too busy asking questions and anticipating problems. He didn't listen to what God was saying. We are a lot like Zechariah. Christmas is a time when we hear the proclamation of God. We hear . . . but are we listening? We have Christmas lists to fulfill, obligations to meet, people to see, programs to attend . . . . we are busy celebrating Christmas. But are we listening to the message?

Christmas reminds us that we are loved. In the Christmas story God tells us that He has provided a way for us to know Him and to be His children. In the account of the Nativity God shows us that He cares, He's involved, and He's at work. The message of Christmas is the very message that will ease the pounding of our hearts, slow the racing of our minds, and derail the fears that paralyze us. But first we have to listen:
Psalm 4:4 says, In your anger do no sin; when you are on your beds, search your hearts and be silent.              Psalm 46:10 says, Be still, and know that I am God; Psalm 131:2 says, But I have stilled and quieted my soul…The two go together. We must stop running long enough to listen. To recognize His work around us we must be still.
Swindoll writes, We are commanded to stop (literally) . . .......rest, relax, let go, and make time for Him. The scene is one of stillness and quietness, listening and waiting before Him. Such foreign experiences in these busy times! Nevertheless, knowing God deeply and intimately requires such discipline. Silence is indispensable if we hope to add depth to our spiritual life. It "guards the fire within our souls," . . ."silence makes us pilgrims, It sharpens the keen edge of our souls, sensitizing us to those ever-so-slight nudgings from our heavenly Father. Noise and words and frenzied, hectic schedules dull our sense, closing our ears to His still, small voice, making us numb to his touch. [Swindoll, Intimacy with the Almighty p. 38]  This is a lesson that we need to learn. Listening is hard! 

Someone has written: I poured a cup of silence (my afternoon repast). A needed brew of nothingness to pace my race with rats. Just a simple cup of quiet to still the noise of grown-up toys some call technology. Silence . . . No beepers to buzz off. No faxes to answer. No deadlines to bury (for now). Just a sip or two from this cherished brew. Silence . . . Simon says (and Garfunkle too) that silence has its sounds. I think I would agree. It's the whisper of the moment tastier than tea. It is when I hear the still, small voice of God!
There’s a painting by Holman Hunt (it hangs in the British National Gallery in London): Jesus standing there, gently rapping at a door, the door unopened. A little boy was standing in front of the painting with his father. Daddy,  why don’t they answer the door? The father said, I don’t know why. There was a moment’s pause. Then the youngster said, Maybe they’re making too much noise to hear him knocking. Silence helps us to listen!
SILENCE GIVES US TIME TO REFLECT
The second advantage of times of quiet is that in the quiet we get the chance to think and reflect. During the at least nine months that Zechariah was in silence, he had the chance to reflect on what the angel had said to him. What a change that came over Zechariah. The man who was asking for a sign now has great spiritual insight. Fear has turned to faith. Resistance has turned into worship. How did it happen? Surely Zechariah spent his time reading the prophets.  And none of it would have happened if God had not led him to this time of silence. God was not punishing Zechariah  He was working on his character so that he would be a good father to John (Lk. 1:68-79)
Neil Postmas has written a book called Amusing Ourselves to Death. His thesis is that we are losing the ability to think. We prefer images to words. We are swayed more by presentation than content. We vote in elections because of a person's image rather than because of their convictions. We are used to 30 second sound bites and 60 second commercials. Postman argues that we have become shallow and vulnerable.

He makes a powerful argument. He points to the days of the Lincoln-Douglas debates. In those days they would address an issue for an hour and then the other man would give an hour or two response. The people flocked to these debates. What would happen if that happened today? Most people would tune a candidate out who talked for longer than two minutes and didn't have any witty anecdotes.
Why don’t we take the time to listen and reflect more often in our day to day lives? We have come to believe that activity and productivity are synonymous. We think that if we are not busy we are not being productive.  We are uncomfortable with silence . . .we seldom spend time without background noise. We have Muzak piped into buildings, we have the T.V., radio or CD player on in the background or we have lots of activity going on around us. Silence is an intimidating stranger. We are afraid of what we might discover, ignorance is bliss! Two men on the east coast dropped of their wives at the mall and went sailing. A storm capsized their boat, and as they hung on one says to the other, Man, this sure beats the shopping mall. Silence helps us reflect. 
A pastor visited an inactive church member. The man was at home alone sitting before a blazing fire. Guessing the reason for the visit, the man welcomed him, and led him to a chair near the fireplace. The pastor said nothing. In the grave silence, he contemplated the dance of the flames around the burning logs. After a few minutes the pastor took the fire tongs, carefully picked up a brightly lit ember and placed it to one side all alone, and sat back down. The host watched all this in quiet contemplation. Soon that ember was cold and dead. The pastor picked up the dead ember and placed it back in the middle of the fire. It immediately began to glow with the light and warmth of the burning embers around it. As the Pastor made his way to the door, his host said with a tear in his eyes, Thank you so much for your visit and especially for the fiery sermon. See you Sunday!  Silence helps us reflect. These times are essential. In the times of silence we will gain insight into the difficult issues and circumstances of our day. In the times of silence we find that the things of God take on a new clarity and power.
SOME PRACTICAL SUGGESTONS
In this busy time of year let me make a few practical suggestions to apply this message to our lives:                    Turn on the Christmas lights, light some candles or the fireplace and sit in the peaceful quiet reflecting on some of the great Carols of Christmas or passages from Scripture. Why not begin with Silent Night’s missing verses:     Silent Night! Holy Night! Brought the world gracious light. Down from heaven’s golden height. Comes to us the glorious sight. Jesus, as one of mankind…Silent Night! Holy Night! By his love, by his might. God our Father us has graced, as a brother gently embraced. Jesus, all nations on earth…Silent Night! Holy Night! Long ago, minding our plight. God the world from misery freed, in the dark age of our fathers decreed: All the world is redeemed…
Take one of the fun and familiar songs of Christmas (like Frosty The Snowman or Jingle Bells) and compose new words that will tell the story of Christmas. Here's a sample to the tune of Frosty the Snowman: Jesus our Savior/ was born on Christmas day. / On a bed of hay is where he lay, /while the horse nearby said, Neigh!
Look around and allow the beauty of God’s creation to impact you with His love in a new way. Though your sins be as scarlet they shall be as white as snow (Isaiah 1:18)
Some years ago Dr. Frederic Loomis, an obstetrician, faced one of the greatest challenges of his life. One of his patients, a fragile young woman, was carrying her first child. As best he could, he sought to help her as she struggled to keep her emotional and nervous reactions under control. One month before the baby was due; a routine examination showed that the baby was in a breach position. The danger with these births is that the umbilical cord can get compressed between the baby's head and the mother's bony pelvis cutting off the tiny infant's supply of oxygen—without which the baby will die in a few short minutes. 
As the baby was ready to be born, Dr. Loomis gently drew down on one little foot. Next he drew on the other foot, but it didn't respond. As the baby's body moved down, he noticed that it was a girl. And then, only he saw that the entire thigh from the hip to the knee was missing. Then followed the greatest struggle Dr. Loomis ever faced. He envisioned a girl growing up different from her peers, sitting alone, being gawked at, unable to participate in any kind of athletic activities, never being invited out on dates—lonely, insecure and forlorn. He could also "see" the agony of this young mother with such a burden to carry. He reasoned to himself, Don't bring this suffering upon them. This baby has never taken a breath–don't let her ever take one. The doctor could not do what he planned. He delivered the baby with her pitiful little leg. Dr. Loomis said, Every foreboding came true. The mother was in a hospital for several months. I saw her once or twice and she looked like a wraith of her former self. I heard of them indirectly from time to time ... Finally I lost track of them altogether. As the years went on, I blamed myself bitterly for not having had the strength to yield to my temptation.
Years later, as was the custom of the nurses at the hospital where Dr. Loomis served, an impressive Christmas party for the hospital staff and doctors was held. This year was particularly interesting. Every doctor and staff member who could be there was. When the nurses, beautifully attired in their spotless uniforms, entered in procession, the audience stood as one to honor them. Then, from the back of the auditorium entered twenty more young nurses, each holding a lighted candle and singing the familiar strains of  Silent night, holy night, all is calm, all is bright.... The  spotlight moved to center stage as the curtain was slowly drawn aside to reveal three lovely young musicians, all in glistening white evening gowns—a harpist, a cello player, and a violinist. Together with the organ the beautiful harmony of their music brought tears to many eyes. The harpist played so exceptionally well that at the close of the evening Dr. Loomis waited to congratulate her.

As he sat alone waiting, a lady came running down the aisle and with outstretched arms excitedly cried out, You saw her. You must have recognized your baby. That was my daughter who played the harp—I saw you watching her. Don't you remember the little girl who was born with only one good leg 17 years ago? We tried everything else first, but now she has a whole artificial leg on that side—but you would never know it, would you? She can walk, she can swim, and she can almost dance .But, best of all, through all those years when she couldn't do those things, she learned to use her hands so wonderfully ... She is so happy ... And here she is!
Then they met ... Instinctively Dr. Loomis reached out and embraced the one whose life he came so close to destroying before she had a chance to live. He said, You will never know, my dear you never will know, nor will anyone else in the entire world, just what tonight has meant to me. Go back to your harp for a moment, please—and play ‘Silent Night' for me alone. I have a load on my shoulders that no one has ever seen, a load that only you can take away. (Source: The Tiny Foot by Dr. Loomis)
And that is true of you and me also. From the moment we were conceived in our mother's womb, God knew us by name. And we, too, are a part of his eternal plan. But at our birth only God could see our handicap. We were deformed, too—not physically perhaps—but spiritually. Because of our sinful nature, we were born spiritually dead and cut off from God—the giver of all life. But because we were so precious to and so loved by him, he sent his Son, Jesus, on that first Christmas to come to earth to die in our place for our sins, to deliver us from eternal death, and to give to us the greatest gift of all—the gift of eternal life.
Zechariah was a man who learned from silence. And we need silence too. Some of you, I suspect feel that you have too much silence on your hands. You are alone and would love to have someone break the monotony of stillness. I do not minimize the pain of loneliness. But I do want you to see the silence not as a curse, but as an opportunity. Use it to listen, and if you listen well you will learn that you are not alone at all. But for others of you, silence and time for reflection are things you crave but seldom find. At this busy and active time of the year you will have to make time to be still, you will have to be intentional about listening.  Discover the power of silence this Christmas. You will find that Christmas will take on a new look. You will move beyond the celebration to a sense of wonder. You don't have to take my word for it. Just ask Zechariah or Dr. Loomis about the power of silence! Amen!
