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It was on Christmas night that St Romanos the Melodist received his great gift. He was a deacon in Constantinople in the sixth century. "After a religious retreat at Blachernae he returned to his church, and one night in his sleep saw a vision of Mary, the Most Holy Theotokos, his church’s patron. She gave him a volume of paper, saying, 'Take the paper and eat it'." The saint, in his dream, opened his mouth and swallowed the paper. Thus he received the charism of sacred poetry. 

When he mounted the ambo the next morning, he began to sing a new hymn: “The Virgin today gave birth to the Super-substantial One.” Not perhaps a Cliff Richards title, but it is still chanted today. Romanos would go on to compose a thousand liturgical hymns. A novel Christmas present.


Poetry and song capture Christmas better than most sermons. At Masses on the Fourth Sunday of Advent, my first Parish Priest would replace the sermon with a carol practice. “Sure the words are a sermon and far better than you or I could ever put together,” he told me. As a young curate with a lot to say I was a bit put out, but he was right after all!

Besides our carols, Christmas poetry is worth pondering. Some churches have half-an-hour of carols interspersed with poems before Midnight Mass.


A poem like “New Prince, New Pomp” by the Jesuit martyr, Robert Southwell, although rich for meditation, is difficult to absorb at a single hearing: 

“Behold a silly tender Babe, in freezing winter night;
In homely manger trembling lies, alas a piteous sight:
The inns are full, no man will yield this little Pilgrim bed,
But forced He is with silly beasts, in crib to shroud His head.
………….This stable is a Prince's court, the crib His chair of state:
The beasts are parcel of His pomp, the wooden dish His plate.
The persons in that poor attire, His royal liveries wear,
The Prince Himself is come from heaven, this pomp is prized there.”


Godhead is born in the poorest of human surroundings, and Heaven itself prizes the lowliest appurtenances. “Silly” means “weak” here, rather than as now “weak-minded.” 


John  Betjeman’s “Christmas” is easier fare. Images of fifties Metro-land are juxtaposed with fundamental Christian truths. As “the bells of waiting Advent ring” he deftly hints at the social niceties of a Middlesex village with its Anglican parish church:

“The holly in the windy hedge

And round the Manor House the yew

Will soon be stripped to deck the ledge,

The altar, font and arch and pew,

So that villagers can say

'The Church looks nice' on Christmas Day.


In the December dark and rain, “provincial public houses blaze.” How familiar is the tackiness of the pre-Christmas rush: 

“And bunting in the red Town Hall

Says 'Merry Christmas to you all'

 And London shops on Christmas Eve

Are strung with silver bells and flowers

As hurrying clerks the City leave……


In multi-culti Britain the coloured bunting is outdone by a giant inflatable plastic Santa climbing up the outside of the Town Hall tower to wish you all a happy Winterval. Betjeman, Belloc and Chesterton would have had a field day mocking that.


Betjeman resumes his delicious tongue-in-cheek observations on the English upper middle classes: 

“And Christmas morning bells say 'Come!'

Even to shining ones who dwell

Safe in the Dorchester Hotel.”


Then he plunges to the heart of Christmas, beneath the commercialism:

“And is it true? and is it true?

The most tremendous tale of all,

Seen in a stained-glass window's hue,

A Baby in an ox's stall?

The Maker of the stars and sea

Become a Child on earth for me?

And is it true? For if it is,

No loving fingers tying strings

Around those tissued fripperies,

The sweet and silly Christmas things,

Bath salts and inexpensive scent

And hideous tie so kindly meant.

No love that in a family dwells,

No carolling in frosty air,

Nor all the steeple-shaking bells

Can with this single Truth compare -

That God was Man in Palestine

And lives to-day in Bread and Wine.”

Betjeman the Anglo-Catholic celebrates not only Jesus’ birth in Bethlehem, but also his Eucharistic Presence amongst us now.

In another poem, Advent 1955, Betjeman sets the scene with the December weather, short days, long nights, sudden squalls and sunny intervals, providing the backdrop for something wondrous:
“The Advent bells call out “Prepare,

Your world is journeying to the birth

Of God made Man for us on earth.”


Advent requires the writing of Christmas cards, the rush to find an extra card for the person we had forgotten. One must keep up the social niceties: 

“Last year I sent out twenty yards,

Laid end to end, of Christmas cards

To people that I scarcely know -

They'd sent a card to me, and so

I had to send one back. …….”


The Christmas shopping rush, the hunt for suitable presents – for gifts for one’s business associates - “bribes” allowable against tax - leads to the central gift of Christmas:

“A present that cannot be priced

Given two thousand years ago

Yet if God had not given so

He still would be a distant stranger

And not the Baby in the manger.”


Gilbert Keith Chesterton, our cattolicissimo Prince of Paradox, astonishes with his “Gloria in Profundis.” - Glory to God in the Lowest.

“There has fallen on earth for a token

A god too great for the sky.

He has burst out of all things and broken

The bounds of eternity:

Into time and the terminal land

He has strayed like a thief or a lover,

For the wine of the world brims over,

Its splendour is split on the sand.

………

As men dive for sunken gem

Pursuing, we hunt and hound it,

The fallen star has found it

In the cavern of Bethlehem. 


The novelist Thomas Hardy was, for much of his life, a fate-filled agnostic. In “The Oxen”, he nevertheless expresses a wistful yearning for faith. An old farmer had told him as a child that the cattle kneel in honour of the new-born King:
“Christmas Eve, and twelve of the clock -  
Now they are all on their knees.”

As youngsters Hardy and his friends had believed this, but the Christian certainties of childhood have evaporated. Nevertheless, his nostalgia remains, his desire that God might have truly come on earth.

 “Yet I feel, 
If someone said on Christmas Eve, 
'Come, see the oxen kneel.' 
……….I should go with him in the gloom, 
Hoping it might be so.”

The Bard kept his religious sympathies carefully under wraps in Elizabethan England. He has but one explicit reference to Christmas, in Hamlet: a ghost fades upon the battlements of Elsinore as the morning cock crows. 

“Some say that ever, ‘gainst that season comes
Wherein our Saviour’s birth is celebrated, 
This bird of dawning singeth all night long;
And then, they say, no spirit dare stir abroad,
The nights are wholesome, then no planets strike,
No fairy takes, nor witch hath spell to charm,
So hallow’d and so gracious is the time.”


Sir Walter Scott, composer of historical Scots romances, a broad-minded Presbyterian, expresses nostalgia for “merrie Catholic  England”: indeed he was a prominent supporter of Catholic emancipation in 1827.
And well our Christian sires of old
Loved when the year its course had roll’d,
And brought blithe Christmas back again,
With all his hospitable train.
Domestic and religious rite
Gave honour to the holy night;
On Christmas Eve the bells were rung;
On Christmas Eve the mass was sung:
That only night in all the year,
Saw the stoled priest the chalice rear.



Scott was living in a dour Calvinistic Scotland, where Christmas and Easter “times and seasons” had been abolished in the vain effort to recreate primitive Bible-Christianity. He idealises those relaxed centuries which had celebrated Christmas generously, bringing joy to the hearts of the poor:
“England was merry England, when
Old Christmas brought his sports again.
‘Twas Christmas broach’d the mightiest ale;
‘Twas Christmas told the merriest tale;
A Christmas gambol oft could cheer
The poor man’s heart through half the year.”

The festival after the winter solstice, when it was clear the Sun-God was not dying but was reviving, long predates Christmas. To the Norsemen and Saxons it was Yule, to the Romans Saturnalia. It consisted of a massive blow-out, an orgy of self-indulgent eating and getting drunk.


Sound familiar? But it can never have the magic of the true feast of God made man. Here is Patrick Kavanagh, born in Co Monaghan in 1904, describing “A Christmas Childhood” when “I was six Christmases of age.”

“Outside in the cow-house my mother

Made the music of milking,

The light of her stable lamp was a star

And the frost of Bethlehem made it twinkle.

A water-ben screeched in the bog,

Mass-going feet

Crunched the wafer-ice on the pot-holes,

Somebody wistfully twisted the bellows wheel.

….Cassiopeia was over

Cassidy’s hanging hill,

I looked and three whin bushes rode across

The horizon – the Three Wise Kings.”
A joyful and blessed Christmas to you all!

