
Readings and Historical Context for Carols Service: Dec 21, 2013 

1. History of Caroling 

In England in 1880, Christmas Eve was a time of major celebration. It was the one 

day when every working man knew he would not have to get up the next morning and 

go either to work or to church, so Christmas Eve was a time to hit the local pub and 

get drunk.  

 

This was just as true in the town of Truro, Cornwall, as anywhere else, but Truro 

was a brand new diocese with a brand new bishop, Edward Benson, who was 

determined to make his mark. He planned a new kind of service for Truro, one that 

was light on preaching and full of enjoyable music, a family-friendly service to lure 

the men away from their drinking. It would not be easy. The weather was cold, the 

cathedral was a temporary wooden structure, but that Christmas Eve at 10 pm, the 

bishop held his service. There were nine short Bible readings alternating with 

carols, hymns, and choir pieces. History does not record whether or not he made a 

dent in the business of the pubs of Truro, but Benson went on to become 

Archbishop of Canterbury. 

 

Today the Lessons and Carols service is held in churches all over the world, most 

famously at King’s College in Cambridge, where it has been celebrated continuously 

since 1918, and broadcast on radio and later on television since 1928. 

 

King’s College was founded by Henry VI in 1441, and by statute it has a boys’ choir 

of sixteen members between the ages of nine and twelve who today are joined by 

undergraduate scholars from the College. By tradition, starting in 1919 with the 

second performance of the Lessons and Carols, one of the boys starts the service 

with an a capella rendering of the first verse of “Once in Royal David’s City,” but 

the boys don’t know ahead of time which of them it will be. The boys are all 

experienced singers and performers, and consider it a great honor to be chosen. 

They come into the choir stalls of the King’s College Chapel, taking their places in 

front of the older singers, and wait while a flashing red light tells them the BBC 

has begun its introduction of the program. Then the light goes off, and the 

director motions to one of the boys to step forward. Ten seconds later, the music 

begins. 

 



Tonight, we honor that tradition with our opening hymn where the first stanza will 

be sung by the choir as a solo. Please join in on verse #2. 

 

 

2. History of Advent 

The word Advent comes from the Latin “adventus,” which means “coming,” and it is 

both the beginning of the Christian year and a time of waiting. The waiting itself 

has a twofold meaning, for in one sense we go back two thousand years to join the 

Jewish people in their desire for the Messiah, and in another sense we are looking 

to the future, to the second coming of Christ and Judgement Day. The season is, 

intentionally, surrounded by symbolism. As the winter darkness grows, we feel the 

darkness of despair and longing felt in Judea under Roman occupation, and the 

hopelessness of a world without God. Messianic images from Isaiah abound – a 

voice crying in the wilderness, the branch from the tree of Jesse – and then, in the 

deepest midwinter, we realize that the sun is returning, light is reentering the 

world, the Messiah has come. We also realize that the Advent of the Messiah, the 

Christ, is the beginning of a time of shattering change, and like all momentous 

change; it will be a time of both fear and joy because it is a leap into a new and as 

yet unknown world, the Kingdom of God.   In the gospel of Luke it is described as 

such: 

Two thousand years ago, the word of God came to John the son of Zechariah in the 

wilderness (also known as John the Baptist). 3 And he went into all the regions 

around the Jordan, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of 

sins. 4 As it is written in the book of the words of Isaiah the prophet, 

“The voice of one crying in the wilderness: 

‘Prepare the way of the Lord,[a] 

    make his paths straight. 
5 Every valley shall be filled, 

    and every mountain and hill shall be made low, 

and the crooked shall become straight, 

    and the rough places shall become level ways, 
6 and all flesh shall see the salvation of God.’” 

15 As the people were in expectation, and all were questioning in their hearts 

concerning John, whether he might be the Christ, 16 John answered them all, 

saying, “I baptize you with water, but he who is mightier than I is coming, the strap 

of whose sandals I am not worthy to untie. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit 

http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke%203:1-18&version=ESV#fen-ESV-25021a


and fire. 17 His winnowing fork is in his hand, to clear his threshing floor and to 

gather the wheat into his barn, but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire.” 

18 So with many other exhortations he preached good news to the people. 

3. Annunciation, Magnificat, History of Ave Maria, Magnificat 

The beginning of the Gospel according to Luke is unique among ancient religious 

texts because it tells the story of the beginning of a religion from a woman’s point 

of view, a mother’s point of view. For Mary, it starts with a visit from a startling 

messenger, an angel who greets her and tells her that she will be the mother of 

the son of God. All that is needed is Mary’s consent. Mary then visits her cousin, 

who also greets her with joy and hails her as the mother of the Messiah. Mary 

responds with a song of praise to God. 

 

The “Ave Maria” is a combination of the two greetings to Mary. The first, “Hail, 

Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee” is that of the Angel Gabriel, and the 

second, “Blessed art thou among women, and blessed is the fruit of thy womb” is 

that of Elizabeth. Together they form a meditative prayer in commemoration of 

the Incarnation of Christ. Much later, fearing that some devout worshipers might 

forget that Mary was a mortal woman, the sentence “Holy Mary, Mother of God, 

pray for us sinners now and at the hour of our death” was added. It reminds us 

that Mary was a mother, and asks her prayers the way we would ask for the 

prayers of all our fellow Christians when we are in need. 

 

Both the Ave Maria and the Magnificat – Mary’s song of wonder and praise at the 

great blessing God had given her – are now the two prayers most closely associated 

with Mary and with the Incarnation, the divine union of God and Humanity in the 

person of Jesus. 

 

In the gospel of Luke the story unfolds as follows: 

26 In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent from God to a city of Galilee 

named Nazareth, 27 to a virgin betrothed[a] to a man whose name was Joseph, of 

the house of David. And the virgin’s name was Mary. 28 And he came to her and said, 

“Greetings, O favored one, the Lord is with you!”[b] 29 But she was greatly troubled 

at the saying, and tried to discern what sort of greeting this might be. 30 And the 

angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God. 
31 And behold, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you shall call his 

name Jesus. 32 He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. And 
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the Lord God will give to him the throne of his father David, 33 and he will reign 

over the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end.” 

34 And Mary said to the angel, “How will this be, since I am a virgin?”[c] 

35 And the angel answered her, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power 

of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born[d] will be 

called holy—the Son of God. 

4. The Virgin Birth 

The idea that Mary, the betrothed bride of Joseph, was a virgin at the time of the 

birth of Jesus is one of the oldest traditions of the Christian church. It is central 

to the nativity narratives of Matthew and Luke, both of which were written in the 

1st century, and had been universally accepted by Christians throughout the Roman 

Empire within less than seventy years after Jesus’s death and resurrection. The 

concept comes directly from Jewish prophecy, specifically, the book of Isaiah. 

 

The prophecy is from Isaiah 7:14 – “Behold, the young woman will conceive…” Many 

point out that the Hebrew word for the young woman is ‘almah,’ which does not 

necessarily imply virginity, but by the 1st century most of the Jewish world was 

reading the Bible in Greek, the Septuagint, which was translated from the Hebrew 

more than a hundred years before Jesus was born. In the Greek translation, the 

word is ‘parthenos,’ a virgin. The Messianic fervor of Jesus’ time anticipated the 

virgin birth of the Messiah. 

 

Tradition has it that the Greek Doctor Luke, in preparing his account of the life 

and teachings of Jesus, interviewed Mary herself, and this is why so much of the 

beginning stories of his Gospel is from her point of view. They are the memories 

she ‘treasured in her heart,’ giving us the beautiful, poignant image of the young 

mother cradling and singing to her baby son. 

 

Luke describes the birth as follows: 

 

In those days a decree went out from Caesar Augustus that all the world should be 

registered. 3 And all went to be registered, each to his own town. 4 And Joseph also 

went up from Galilee, from the town of Nazareth, to Judea, to the city of David, 

which is called Bethlehem, because he was of the house and lineage of David, 5 to 

be registered with Mary, his betrothed,[b] who was with child. 6 And while they 

were there, the time came for her to give birth. 7 And she gave birth to her 
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firstborn son and wrapped him in swaddling clothes and laid him in a manger, 

because there was no place for them in the inn. 

 

5. Shepherds, Magi come to see Jesus 

Before he was more than a few days old, the newborn baby Jesus had a string of 

visitors. The first, as told by Luke, were shepherds in the fields outside Bethlehem 

who came the night of his birth. A little later, as told by Matthew, wise men from 

the east, magi, appeared, bringing wondrous gifts to the stable where he lay in his 

makeshift crib. These visitors are symbolic of all people who come to honor and 

adore the Christ child at his coming, his advent, into the world. 

 

The shepherds are the poor, the ordinary people. What were they doing that 

night? They were working, caring for their flocks of sheep. Imagine their 

astonishment, nothing to say about their fright, at hearing the heavenly singing of 

the angels, and being told that a savior, the king Messiah, had just been born.  

 

The angel however reassured them and said to them, “Fear not, for behold, I bring 

you good news of great joy that will be for all the people. 11 For unto you is born 

this day in the city of David a Savior, who is Christ the Lord. 12 And this will be a 

sign for you: you will find a baby wrapped in swaddling clothes and lying in a 

manger.” 

 

Naturally, they ran at once to the stable to see for themselves, if it was true, and 

to recount all they had seen and heard. They brought no gifts – they had no gifts 

to bring. And then they returned to their job; they still had sheep to care for. 

 

 

The magi are the scholars, rich and powerful. A magus was a sort of wizard, a royal 

astronomer whose job it was to advise kings of the portents of the future. The 

magi spent their time studying the stars and so it was no wonder that they saw the 

special one in the constellation that represented Judea. When they came west, 

they naturally stopped first to consult with the king before going on to Bethlehem 

and the stable.  

 

The star that they had seen, when it rose, went before them until it came to rest 

over the place where the child was. 11 And going into the house they saw the child 

with Mary his mother and they fell down and worshiped him. Then, opening their 

treasures, they offered him gifts, gold and frankincense and myrrh. 



 

The gifts were expensive ones, symbolic and portentous ones – gold for a king, 

frankincense that was burned in temples to honor gods, myrrh that was used for 

embalming. And then they returned to the east. 

 

It is comforting to remember, when contemplating the stories of the magi and the 

shepherd, that God sent his first announcement of the birth of Jesus, His choir of 

angels, not to the rich and powerful, but to the poor workers, doing their job in the 

fields outside Bethlehem. 

 

6. History of the Christmas Tree 

Evergreen trees are a delightfully pagan part of Christmas. By remaining green and 

alive all winter, they symbolize eternal life, and evergreen branches were used to 

decorate homes during the winter to bring luck and drive out evil spirits. The 

custom of cutting down a tree and bringing it indoors to decorate, dates from the 

Renaissance period in Germany, where it was a custom of the trade guilds. The 

trees were decorated with apples, nuts, dates, and pretzels, delicacies which were 

given to the children of the guild members on Christmas day. After the 

Reformation, such trees became particularly a symbol of Christmas in Protestant 

Germany, while the Catholic parts of Germany set up Christmas cribs. 

 

The first Christmas tree in Britain did not go up until 1800, when Queen Charlotte 

had one at a children’s Christmas party. The custom became widely popular after 

Queen Victoria married Prince Albert, and the trees quickly became associated 

with children and gift-giving. 

 

In America, small Christmas trees were said to have been set up by Hessian 

soldiers during the Revolution, and various communities of German immigrants claim 

to have introduced the custom in the early 19th century. Today this old German 

custom has spread throughout the world, with entire communities erecting brightly 

lit trees in central squares and plazas. Wherever they go, though, Christmas trees 

remain symbols of childish delight in Christmas, and of the giving of Christmas 

presents. 
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