Christmas Eve

The Reverend Christopher Craun

Every day is sanctified.  Every minute is holy.  This, now, is the Holy Instant.  Amen. 


Merry Christmas! This may sound strange, but one of my favorite things about the midnight service on Christmas Eve is the underlying exhaustion that is present.  I feel like it is only at the late service on Christmas Eve, that by our tiredness, we allow this mystery of God incarnate into our lives.  Or perhaps we like to have one day of the year when we don’t need to make sense out of something miraculous. Or perhaps we are no longer distracted with having to get everything ready for Christmas morning.  Or, it is that level of exhaustion that allows us to let a little bit of mystery in.  As a child I remember lying down in the pews, barely awake through the service, but pleased knowing that by being there it was going to make Christmas morning come sooner.  As an adult, while I’m not lying down in the pew (yet) and (I don’t see anyone out there lying down in the pew,) there is a feeling that I can finally rest.  It’s too late to do anything else but be here and for me, that is a wonderful gift.  

There was one other time this week that I felt I was present, in one place, resting in a moment of awe.  This past Tuesday we had our final noontime Advent concert.  Our very own Audrey Sackett performed selected songs with the accompaniment of pianist Doug Schnieder.  Audrey is an incredible soprano who captured the audience with every song.  However, there was one piece in particular that captured me in a way that has stayed with me all week.  It was a piece by composer Sergei Rachmaninoff, entitled Vocalise.  By definition a vocalise is designed for the human voice, conveying a sentiment unachievable by instrument alone.  It is a piece with no words, but carries more feeling and emotion than words could express.  That is typically where I find myself on Christmas Eve.  I find myself trying to translate a familiar story, words we have heard so many times before, into a feeling, an emotion that will carry us into the night and when we wake on Christmas Day.  


Rachmaninoff was born in 1873 in Russia and found himself torn when the Russian Revolution occurred in 1917.  Russia as Rachmaninoff knew it had ended and gone with it was much of his inspiration.  While he composed Vocalise in 1912, what you hear – what you experience – is the turmoil he was in, the chaos of foretold exile, the longing to be in a place he held dear to his heart.  It was described by a member of the Vermont Symphony Orchestra as haunting.  It is a piece that stays with you.  It pulls you in such a way that you want to sing along, and yet you can’t.  You are captured by each line, but each line has a kind of flow which makes you unsure of whether you are listening to the beginning of a line or coming to the end of one.  What you realize by the end is that in fact, you are at the beginning.  

The same feeling lives in the birth narratives of Jesus.  There has been anticipation, waiting, wanting, and then we come to this time when Jesus is born and it feels like an end to the story.  Yet it is the most glorious and wonderful beginning.  “The time came for Mary to deliver her child.  And she gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in bands of cloth.” His birth sounds natural, expected and perhaps a bit improvised, like how many of us came into this world.  Perhaps it was a less than natural conception.  And sure angels were hovering around.  But Jesus came into this world just like anyone of us did; a vulnerable, defenseless, tiny miracle.  And Christmas is the time to celebrate that miracle.  Jesus’ birth marks God’s entrance into the world.  It symbolizes God’s desire to give us tangible grace, touchable mercy, and everlasting love.  And while we celebrate this birth once a year – as we would our own birthdays, with maybe a few more candles, theatrics, and pointsettas – the birth of Jesus truly is a gift that calls us to celebrate every other day of the year. Because with the celebration of birth comes the remembrance of the life that is lived every other day of the year.  It is a chance to reflect on achievements, make note of any milestones, it presents an opportunity to hope for the year to come.  It is a chance to remind ourselves that this yearly celebration should in fact be a daily celebration – because each day is a reminder of the hope that exists in every beginning.  And there was no greater hope than the one that arrived on Christmas morning.  

About Rachmaninoff’s Vocalise it was written, “(It) gives you a glimmer of a vision of a distant world, and lets you feel you were inside it as long as the music lasted.  But once it is over… the vision has receded, and you are left back in the world of normality, wishing to visit that land of music all over again.” While we will have to wait another year to come back to this moment, I hope that in this moment you allow yourself to drift into a distant world – a world where we welcome a new message from God.  A message that God brought to us in a world of turmoil and chaos and longing with a desire to be with us. A message that God could not express in words of a prophet, but had to be incarnate to express a love that could not be heard in any other way.  I hope that in this moment you can hear God’s Vocalise.  Amen.  
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