
Christmas in the Trenches

Isaiah 9:2-7; Psalm 96; Titus 2:11-14; Luke 2:1-14 (15-20)

No days of the church year allow us to sing more beloved music than tonight. Even people

who don't have much knowledge of, or use for, the church know and deeply love the music on this

night. Even people who usually don't sing in church sing all the songs this night of nights. 

And the singing is wonderful, the singing our most beloved of hymns. Is Christmas more than

a time for unrestrained, emotional release? Does God actually break into our world and touch us in

some way that we really cannot explain?

There is a well known story that occurred on Christmas Eve in 1914, the first year of World

War I, a strange quiet had settled on the western front. It was a welcome respite for a group of lonely

English soldiers who had become all too familiar with the roar of the cannons and the whine of the

rifles.

As they reclined in their trenches each man began to speculate about the activities of loved

ones back home. “My parents are just finishing a toast to my health,” a lad from Liverpool said slowly.

“I can almost hear the church bells,” a stout man from Ely said wistfully. “My whole family will

soon be walking out the door to hear the concert of  the boy’s choir at the cathedral.”

The men sat silent for several minutes before a thin solider from Kent looked up with tears in

his eyes. “This is eerie,” he stammered, “But I can almost hear the choir singing.”

“So can I,” shouted another puzzled voice. “I think there is music coming from the other side.”

All the men scrambled to the edge of the trench and cocked their ears. What they heard was

few sturdy German voices singing Martin Luther’s Christmas song, “From heav’n above to earth I

come, to bear good news to every one. Glad tidings of great joy I bring to all the world, and gladly

sing.
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When the hymn was finished, the English soldiers sat frozen in silence. Then a large man with

a powerful voice broke into the chorus of “God rest ye merry gentlemen.” Before he had sung three

bars a dozen voices joined with him. By the time he finished the entire regiment was singing.

Once again there was an interlude of silence until a German tenor began to sing “Stille Nacht.”

This time the song was sung in two languages, a chorus of nearly a hundred voices echoing back

and forth between the trenches, “Silent night, holy night! All is calm, all is bright . . .”

“Someone is approaching!” a sentry shouted, and attention was focused on a single German

soldier who walked slowly, waving a white cloth with one hand and holding several bars of chocolate

in the other. Slowly, men from both sides eased out into the neutral zone and began to greet one

another. In the next golden moments each soldier shared what he had with the others, candy,

cigarettes and even a bit of Christmas brandy. Most importantly, the soldiers showed the battered,

but treasured pictures they carried of loved ones.

No one knows whose idea it was to start the football match, but with the help of flares the field

was lit and the British and German soldiers played until they and the lights were exhausted. Then as

quietly as they came together, the men returned to their own trenches.

On Christmas day, men from both sides again joined together, even visiting the other’s

trenches. The German soldiers, wishing to avenge the previous night’s torch-lit football loss,

organized another game of what we call soccer.

In a few day the cannons once again boomed across “no man’s land” and the whine of rifles

was again heard in the trenches. For some, however, it was never the same. The enemy was no

longer faceless. Now he was an acquaintance who shared a candy bar or played a game of soccer.

When men looked down the barrels of their guns at the opposition they also saw the smiling faces of

those whose pictures were shared on a silent, holy night when the birth of the Christ child drew
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hostile forces together as brothers and, for a few moments, gave weary soldiers a taste of peace and

good will.

For many of us gathered tonight it is another day in the trenches. The pandemic rages on,

constantly raising its ugly heard in the form of a new variant. Yet here we are, pausing for a moment

to also experience a taste of peace and good will. We have given to those whose need is greater

than ours. We have tried in whatever ways possible to be in touch with those we love and who love

us.

In a way, the advent of Jesus brings out the best in us. When someone hears, really hears the

news that the God who was thought to be distant and aloof is the God who has condescended to us

in the Incarnation, it's hard for that person not to be changed. On this night of nights God breaks into

our world and becomes known to us in the wonder of love.

 We sing such joyous songs on this night because we have heard the news of a great victory.

God has reached out, reached in and done that which we cannot do for ourselves. That means that

even in the most difficult times in life, even in the midst of a pandemic, we are able to live with hope.

Ever since God appeared to us, as one of  us, as a baby born in an obscure town in the Near East,

we know that we are not alone. God has come to us, has appeared to us.

And that is why on this great night of nights, we still rejoice, we still sing, because it really

does, make a difference. Can you feel it? God is with us. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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