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A voice cries out:
‘In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord,

  make straight in the desert a highway for our God. 
Every valley shall be lifted up,

  and every mountain and hill be made low;
the uneven ground shall become level,

  and the rough places a plain. (Isaiah 40:3-4)

As we move through Advent, Christmas, and Epiphany, the fact that 
Christianity is a religion begun in the northern hemisphere becomes 
incredibly obvious. Advent begins in the darkest days of the year when the 
northern hemisphere is tilted away from the sun. The days are short and 
getting shorter. But a few days before Christmas, the shortest day of the 
year happens, and everything turns around. The BBC’s Dr. Who opines 
that we celebrate because, “We’re halfway out of the dark.”

Indeed, Christmas comes just days after the darkness is at its greatest. 
Into this great darkness, a light begins to shine. And this is a light that 
the darkness does not understand and cannot extinguish (John 1:5). This 
is the Light of the World, come in the form of the babe in the manger. 

With this Light shining and the earth continuing to rotate on its axis as 
it revolves around the sun, we citizens of the northern hemisphere move 
closer to our local star, and the days lengthen. This is the season after 
Epiphany, when we celebrate the growth of the Light. We read the stories 
of Jesus calling the disciples and the initial buzz regarding his ministry in 
Galilee.

Each year, the fact that our planet’s axis is angled ever so slightly contrib-
utes to our celebration and our story. We joke about “Christmas in July,” 
but if residents of the southern hemisphere wanted to experience the 
planet’s role in the story of Advent, Christmas, and Epiphany, they really 
should celebrate them in the summer.

The ancient peoples in the Bible did not understand the science that 
leads to the growth and decline of the light over the year, but they did 
understand the planet’s role in our collective story. Isaiah uses the image 
of topographical manipulation when describing preparing the way of the 
Lord. “In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord, make straight in the 
desert a highway for our God. Every valley shall be lifted up, and every 
mountain and hill be made low.” By speaking of changing the shape of 
the earth – raising valleys, flattening mountains – Isaiah comes at prepar-
ing the way from two angles.

First is the angle of the cosmic Creator changing the shape of creation to 
tell a new story. Before mountaintop removal mining was invented, only 

Prepare the Way of the Lord
(And a few words about the effect of the planet’s axis on religion)

by the Rev. Adam Thomas
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God could level mountains. So part of this imagery 
speaks to God’s renewing work in creation. When we 
prepare the way of the Lord, we must expect a new 
thing to be on the horizon and work to welcome that 
new thing. That’s Advent.

Second is the angle of the practical effect of raising 
valleys and flattening mountains. The highways and 
byways of the ancient world were notoriously crime-
ridden. Jesus’ parable of the Good Samaritan offers 
a glimpse into the world of such violence. When the 
priest and the Levite pass by the injured man, they 
are probably worried that the robbers are still about. 
The Samaritan, of course, ignores his own safety to 
minister to the man who had been jumped by the 
highwaymen.

Such banditry was possible in part because the roads 
went over mountains and through valleys, around 
rocks and rough places. By calling for the topogra-
phy of the land to level out and the highway to be 
made straight, Isaiah removes the danger of the ban-
dit. If the highway is straight and flat, where is the 
ruffian to wait in ambush? In other words, preparing 
the way of the Lord is about making this world a 
safer place to live for all people.

So participating in preparing the way of the Lord, we 
work towards the new things that God is doing in 
creation in order to make life better for all. For those 
of us in the northern hemisphere, we celebrate this 
participation when we’re halfway out of the dark. 
And thus our participation helps to shed the Light 
of the world into all the dark corners of that world.

Advent
Holy Lord, God Almighty, A Voice 
cried out in the wilderness: “Make 
ready the way of the Lord, Clear 
Him a straight path.” Prepare 
our hearts; make the rough ways 
smooth; clear any obstacle that 
stands between us and your will. 
Make us ready to receive you in 
our homes and hearts, to hear 
the message of Christmas, and to 
know that God is with us. Glory 
be to the Father and to the Son 
and to the Holy Spirit. Amen.
(written by Beverly Olsen)

Christmas
Gracious God, we give you thanks 
and praise that the light of Christ 
filled a stable and burned in a 
star; the song of the angels filled a 
pasture and echoed in the shep-
herds’ joy; and the wonder of 
your presence filled the world and 
dwelt in a mother’s heart. In this 
holy season, help us live lives full 
of your grace: sharing the light, 
singing the song, and wondering 
at your movement; through Jesus 
Christ our Lord. Amen. 
(written by Adam Thomas)

Epiphany
God of Blazing light, through the 
power of the cross you shattered 
our darkness, scattering the fears 
that bind us and setting us free 
to live as your children. Give us 
courage and conviction that we 
may joyfully turn and follow you 
into new adventures of faithful 
service, led by the light that shines 
through Jesus Christ our Savior. 
Amen. 
(Reproduced from Revised Common Lection-
ary Prayers copyright © 2002 Consultation on 
Common Texts admin. Augsburg Fortress.)

Prayers for the Seasons



“The Best Christmas Pageant Never”
A New Look on the Old, Old Story

Calling all children and youth!
Pageant Rehearsal on Saturday, December 17th at 10:30 a.m.

Performance on Sunday, December 18th during the 10 a.m. service.
(Arrive by 9:30 for costuming.)

Join Fr. Adam and Stacey Kohl for a brand new version of the Christmas pageant. This one is fun: 
the pageant looks at the two different Christmas stories in the Gospel and tries to untangle them, 

thus teaching us about the story of Jesus’ birth in a new way.

Advent and Christmas Schedule at St. Mark’s
Carol Sing and Potluck Supper

Sunday, December 11th at 4 p.m.
Come for singing, stay for food. We don’t sing Christmas carols during Advent services, so this is your chance!

Foster Child Gift Program
First Few Weeks of December

With guidance from our social worker, shopping for gifts for foster kids. Contact Julia Porter (julia@tvcconnect.net)

Christmas Party at Mystic River Residential Care
Thursday, December 15th at 3pm

Bringing Christmas cheer, music, and practical gifts to MRRC’s residents. Contact Julia Porter (julia@tvcconnect.net)

Christmas Pageant Rehearsal & Performance 
Saturday, December 17th at 10:30 a.m. & Sunday the 18th at 10 a.m. respectively

Join Stacey Kohl and others to put on a new Christmas pageant here at St. Mark’s.

Greening the Church 
Sunday, December 18th after the services

Help hang the greens for our festive Christmas services.

Christmas Eve
Saturday, December 24th at 5 and 11 p.m.

Please bring diapers or baby food to adorn our Nativity scene and donate to Pawcatuck Neighborhood Center.

Christmas Day
Sunday, December 25th at 9 a.m.

A single meditative service celebrates the Feast of the Incarnation. (No 8 and 10 a.m. services that day.)

Office Closed
Christmas Week; reopens Tuesday, January 3rd

The church office is closed and Fr. Adam is on vacation the week following Christmas.

Feast of the Holy Name
Sunday, January 1st at 8 and 10 a.m.

New Year’s Day falling on a Sunday means a celebration of the Feast of the Holy Name. Normal services this day.



As we move into Advent we complete a three-year 
cycle of weekly readings found in the Revised 
Common Lectionary, a list of the Sunday read-
ings. This Common Lectionary, developed by 
the Roman Catholic Church after Vatican II in 
1969, was revised in 1991 and published in 1992 
and adopted by the Episcopal Church in 2006. 
Therefore, the readings listed in the Prayer Book 
are similar to the readings we use today, but not 
precisely. This Revised Common Lectionary cre-
ates a common experience of scriptures shared 
by many mainline Protestant Churches in the 
United States and Canada. 

The three-year sequence of readings follows the 
seasons of the church year and reflects the life of 
Christ.  Thus, the Church Year begins on the First 
Sunday of Advent (November 27th in 2016). This 
year we begin again this three-year cycle. This first 
year of the cycle, year A, the Gospel readings will 
come primarily from the Book of Matthew; Year 
B follows the Book of Mark; Year C, the Book of 
Luke.  Readings from the Book of John can be 
found throughout the three-year cycle. 

Want to Know More?

An electronic calendar of readings from the 
Revised Common Lectionary (available for 
downloading) can be found at the Vanderbilt 
Divinity Library Website: 

http://lectionary.library.vanderbilt.edu

And check here to see the page we reference in 
the weekly e-Tale, a Lectionary Resource page 
for the Episcopal Church: 

http://www.lectionarypage.net/ 

Information about the order and history 
of the Lectionary can also be found at the 
Vanderbilt Divinity Library Website.

EPISCOPAL
101______

#AdventWord 
A Global Advent Calendar

Be part of the Anglican Communion’s Global 
Advent Calendar. It’s an innovative way to engage 
in the season of Advent with people all over the 
world. Simply respond to the daily meditation 
emailed to you with images and prayers that speak 
to your heart. Your images and prayers will appear 
in the Advent Calendar with others from around 
the world.Join us as we anticipate the coming of 
Christ, the fulfillment of our deepest longings.

Sign up here:
http://aco.org/adventword



Prepare the Way 
with an Advent Paper Chain

Turn the page for a fun activity for all 
ages. After reading your magazine, 
pull out the center pages and cut out 
the 28 ribbons. Chain them together 
by date with either scotch tape or a 
stapler. Tear one link off each day of 
Advent and read the verse of Scripture 
on it to hear pieces of the grand story 
anew. The chain begins Nov. 27th.



In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, the earth was a formless void and darkness 
covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God swept over the face of the waters. Then God said, ‘Let 
there be light’; and there was light. And God saw that the light was good. (Genesis 1:1-4a)

In the day that the LORD God made the earth and the heavens, when no plant of the field was yet in the 
earth and no herb of the field had yet sprung up...the LORD God formed man from the dust of the ground, 
and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and the man became a living being. (Genesis 2:4b-7)

The serpent said to the woman, “You will not die; for God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be 
opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” So when the woman saw that the tree was good 
for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to make one wise, she took 
of its fruit and ate; and she also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and he ate. (Genesis 3:4-6)

For out of Zion shall go forth instruction, and the word of the Lord from Jerusalem. He shall judge be-
tween the nations, and shall arbitrate for many peoples; they shall beat their swords into ploughshares, and 
their spears into pruning-hooks; nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war 
any more. (Isaiah 2:3b-4)

Isaiah said: “Hear then, O house of David! Is it too little for you to weary mortals, that you weary my God 
also? Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign. Look, the young woman is with child and shall bear a 
son, and shall name him Immanuel. He shall eat curds and honey by the time he knows how to refuse the 
evil and choose the good.” (Isaiah 7:13-14)

This is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, says the LORD: I will put my 
law within them, and I will write it on their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people. No 
longer shall they teach one another, or say to each other, “Know the LORD,” for they shall all know me, 
from the least of them to the greatest, says the LORD. (Jeremiah 31:33-34)

Comfort, O comfort my people, says your God. Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and cry to her that she has 
served her term, that her penalty is paid, that she has received from the LORD’s hand double for all her 
sins. A voice cries out: “In the wilderness prepare the way of the LORD, make straight in the desert a high-
way for our God. Every valley shall be lifted up, and every mountain and hill be made low. (Isaiah 40:1-4a)

But you, O Bethlehem of Ephrathah, who are one of the little clans of Judah, from you shall come forth for 
me one who is to rule in Israel, whose origin is from of old, from ancient days. Therefore he shall give them 
up until the time when she who is in labor has brought forth; then the rest of his kindred shall return to 
the people of Israel. (Micah 5:2-3)



A shoot shall come out from the stump of Jesse, and a branch shall grow out of his roots. The spirit of the 
LORD shall rest on him, the spirit of wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit 
of knowledge and the fear of the LORD. (Isaiah 11:1-2)

For a child has been born for us, a son given to us; authority rests upon his shoulders; and he is name Won-
derful Counsellor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. His authority shall grow continually, 
and there shall be endless peace for the throne of David and his kingdom. He will establish and uphold it
with justice and with righteousness from this time onwards and for evermore. (Isaiah 9:6-7a)

The wilderness and the dry land shall be glad, the desert shall rejoice and blossom; like the crocus it shall 
blossom abundantly, and rejoice with joy and singing... Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened, and the 
ears of the deaf unstopped; then the lame shall leap like a deer, and the tongue of the speechless sing for 
joy. For waters shall break forth in the wilderness, and streams in the desert. (Isaiah 35:1-2a, 5-6)

Sing aloud, O daughter Zion; shout, O Israel! Rejoice and exult with all your heart, O daughter Jerusalem! 
The LORD has taken away the judgments against you, he has turned away your enemies. The king of Israel, 
the LORD, is in your midst; you shall fear disaster no more. On that day it shall be said to Jerusalem:
Do not fear, O Zion; do not let your hands grow weak. (Zephaniah 3:14-16)

How beautiful upon the mountains are the feet of the messenger who announces peace, who brings good 
news, who announces salvation, who says to Zion, “Your God reigns.” Listen! Your sentinels lift up their 
voices, together they sing for joy; for in plain sight they see the return of the Lord to Zion. (Isaiah 52:7-8)

For I am about to create new heavens and a new earth; the former things shall not be remembered or come 
to mind... The wolf and the lamb shall feed together, the lion shall eat straw like the ox; but the serpent-- its 
food shall be dust! They shall not hurt or destroy on all my holy mountain, says the LORD. (Isaiah 65:17, 
25)
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In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a town in Galilee called Nazareth, to a virgin en-
gaged to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David. The virgin’s name was Mary. And he came to 
her and said, ‘Greetings, favoured one! The Lord is with you.’ (Luke 1:26-28)

The angel said to her, ‘Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favour with God. And now, you will con-
ceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will name him Jesus. He will be great, and will be called the Son 
of the Most High, and the Lord God will give to him the throne of his ancestor David. He will reign over the 
house of Jacob for ever, and of his kingdom there will be no end.’ (Luke 1:30-33)

Mary said to the angel, ‘How can this be, since I am a virgin?’ The angel said to her, ‘The Holy Spirit will 
come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be 
holy; he will be called Son of God. (Luke 1:34-35)

[The angel said to her,] ‘And now, your relative Elizabeth in her old age has also conceived a son; and this 
is the sixth month for her who was said to be barren. For nothing will be impossible with God.’ Then Mary 
said, ‘Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.’ (Luke 1:36-38)

In those days Mary set out and went with haste to a Judean town in the hill country, where she entered the 
house of Zechariah and greeted Elizabeth. When Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting, the child leapt in her 
womb. And Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit and exclaimed with a loud cry, ‘Blessed are you among 
women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb. (Luke 1:39-42)

And Mary said, ‘My soul magnifies the Lord,  and my spirit rejoices in God my Saviour, for he has looked 
with favour on the lowliness of his servant. Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed; for the 
Mighty One has done great things for me, and holy is his name. (Luke 1:46-49)

[And Mary said,] ‘He has helped his servant Israel, in remembrance of his mercy, according to the promise 
he made to our ancestors, to Abraham and to his descendants for ever.’ And Mary remained with her for 
about three months and then returned to her home. (Luke 1:54-56)

When [Jesus’] mother Mary had been engaged to Joseph, but before they lived together, she was found to be 
with child from the Holy Spirit. Her husband Joseph, being a righteous man and unwilling to expose her 
to public disgrace, planned to dismiss her quietly. But just when he had resolved to do this, an angel of the 
Lord appeared to him in a dream. (Matthew 1:18b-20a)

An angel of the Lord appeared to [Joseph] in a dream and said, ‘Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to 
take Mary as your wife, for the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will bear a son, and you 
are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.’ (Matthew 1:20-21)

All this took place to fulfil what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet:  ‘Look, the virgin shall 
conceive and bear a son, and they shall name him Emmanuel’, which means, ‘God is with us.’ When Joseph 
awoke from sleep, he did as the angel of the Lord commanded him; he took her as his wife. (Matthew 1:22-
24)

All went to their own towns to be registered. Joseph also went from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to 
Judea, to the city of David called Bethlehem, because he was descended from the house and family of David. 
He went to be registered with Mary, to whom he was engaged and who was expecting a child. While they 
were there, the time came for her to deliver her child. (Luke 2:3-6)

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was in the begin-
ning with God. All things came into being through him, and without him not one thing came into being. 
What has come into being in him was life, and the life was the light of all people. The light shines in the 
darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it. (John 1:1-5)

The true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into the world. He was in the world, and the world 
came into being through him; yet the world did not know him. He came to what was his own, and his own 
people did not accept him. But to all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become 
children of God. (John 1:9-12)

The Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, 
full of grace and truth. (John 1:14)
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Many years ago, I read a story about a dense autumn 
fog on a road in the mountains of Tennessee, a road 
that Susan and I used to travel every fall, going from 
D.C. to Dallas. The fog was so thick, and the fog 
bank appeared so suddenly, that a great number of 
vehicles drove straight into it at full highway speed. 
Many occupants were killed instantly, as they drove 
into a pileup of trucks and cars that they could not 
see until there was no more than one second before 
impact. I read the story several times and vowed that 
I would never take fog lightly.

On the 30th of December that year, it came time for 
me to drive my daughter from our home in Wash-
ington, DC, to her school in Vermont following 
Christmas vacation. Being apprehensive about a trip 
that was normally 10.5 hours, I decided to leave very 
early. There had been a light snowfall all up the East 
Coast, but the morning was unusually warm, and 
that produced the thickest fog I had ever seen. Be-
fore reaching Baltimore, I found it as if I were nearly 
blind. But I refused to turn back and make the trip 
on a later day when I would be under great time 
pressure. I thought the fog would surely end, that I 
would drive beyond it, as I always had before. 

I was afraid to drive at normal speed, yet if I didn’t, 
it might take me two days to reach New England. 
And I was much more afraid that some other person 

would hit me from behind before either of us could 
realize what was about to happen. 

A pickup truck passed me cleanly on the left, and its 
lights were on, of course. And then I remembered 
what I had learned while driving through lonely, 
straight roads in the Midwest at night: that as long 
as you can see the tail lights of the vehicle ahead of 
you, and keep a safe distance, you can drive at the 
same speed, with the certainty that there is no turn 
in the road, or hole, or other object that I you could 
possibly hit. 

So I just kept close enough behind that truck to 
keep its lights clearly in view. Now he was driving 
much faster than I normally drove from DC to New 
York and beyond. But almost no one else was out 
that early Sunday morning, and I was sure the great-
er danger would be to poke along and get hit from 
behind. Especially on the turnpikes, other traffic can 
only enter the road and suddenly be ahead of me at a 
few known points. Following my unknown escort all 
that way, we reached the New York City area faster 
than I ever had, and that fog was obviously covering 
the whole Northeast. By the way, my daughter had 
stayed up most of the night before, talking with her 

Speeding through the Fog
By Lee Vincent

the Journey
Resources and Reflections on Living our Faith 



brother, so she slept beside me through this whole 
adventure. 

Now I hadn’t gone very far with this act of follow-
ing before I became aware of the stunning moral 
element this venture.  I was safe, and I was reaching 
my objective because I was following another vehicle.  
But what was that vehicle following?  What was 
his guiding vision?  Was he just driving recklessly 
through that amazing fog, risking instant death?  I 
would have been able to stop quickly if he had an 
accident.  But was I benefitting from the very fool-
hardy behavior of another human being? 

We each may have our visions for our own lives, in 
both material and spiritual matters.  But in living 
in such highly organized societies, we often have no 
choice but to follow the lead of others.  And what is 
this leader’s vision?  How do we find out?  Now every 
other leadership situation should be different from 
my foggy day, because other leaders know they are 
leading and know that they have followers.   

None of us is able to control – to be the complete 
boss of – every aspect of our lives.  In those areas 

we cannot control, following wise and able and 
inspired and dedicated leaders is the safest way to 
live long and happily.   But how do we know?   I just 
have to be thankful that I have lived long enough to 
recognize the magnitude and pervasiveness of this 
dilemma.  I admit now that I can’t wrap this up in 
a neat little knot. I’m not sure how to get guidance 
from the Holy Scriptures or from prayer or from 
other spiritual sources that will help me every time 
I am being led, every time I have to decide whom to 
follow, and for how far, and how long.

But in time I realized that I could find something I 
need from the Bible’s books of Kings and Chronicles 
– sources in which many of us are not well versed.  
But if there is anything these stories of the Old Tes-
tament clearly tells us, and for which I find no con-
tradiction in the New Testament:  God, who loves 
us cares about how we are led, cares whether anyone 
who leads God’s sheep, in any way at all, has a vision 
that is faithful to God’s will.

An Epiphany Lesson: The Light of the World Illumines the Path
Again Jesus spoke to them, saying, “I am the light of the world. 

Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness but will have the light of life.” (John 8:12)

What does being “the light of the world” add to Jesus’ divine identity and our relationship to him? Before 
tackling that question, here’s a bit of background about John’s dualism. In the dualistic character of the 
Gospel according to John (seen especially in 3:17- 21), there’s naturally a choice between two alternatives: 
choosing to follow Jesus (light) and choosing not to follow Jesus (darkness). In John’s thinking, those 
who do evil do not want to come to the light because they are afraid of having their evil deeds exposed. An 
unwillingness to face the consequences of such deeds causes these people to develop an aversion to the 
light. Thus, living in darkness is a self-imposed exile, not the result of any divine condemnation.

Coming to the light necessitates a complete paradigm shift affected by repenting of the deeds done in the 
darkness. Repentance means “to turn around”; so, moving from darkness to light requires a full 180 and 
a re-turning along the path you originally traveled down. This is a painful process, because retracing the 
steps of the path of darkness demands encountering the effects of the “evil deeds” that built the path in 
the first place. 12-step programs understand the difficulty of repenting and offer a framework through 
which to encounter the consequences of living in darkness. While the process is painful and difficult, it is 
also hopeful: the moment you turn around, you can see the light shining at the end of the proverbial tun-
nel. This light is Jesus, illuminating the path out of exile. And you realize that the light was always shin-
ing, but you couldn’t see it until you turned around.

As the “light of the world,” Jesus illumines all of our tunnels, all of our dark nights, all of our wilderness 
wanderings. This light shines with Jesus’ fullness, through which we receive “grace upon grace” (1:16). As 
the light warms our backs, this grace calls us to turn around and see all the good things of God—faith, 
hope, love, joy, forgiveness—made visible by the light. And traveling back along our once-dark paths, we 
realize what an insubstantial shadow of life we were living in our self- imposed exiles.



“The Twelve Days of Christmas”
by David Tubbs, Director of Music

The Twelve Days of Christ-
mas (Christmastide) is the 
festive season during which 
we celebrate the nativity of 
Jesus. It begins for us on 
Christmas Day and lasts 

until January 6 (Epiphany), when we remember the 
journey of the Magi and celebrate Christ’s revelation 
as the light of the world.

Most of us are familiar with “The Twelve Days of 
Christmas,” a cumulative song counting the increas-
ing number of extravagant gifts given by someone’s 
lover on each of the twelve days of Christmas.  It is 
thought to have its origins in France as a wedding/
children’s song, and is found in 16th century Eng-
land as a chant. It was first published in 1780 in the 
children’s book Mirth Without Mischief as a Twelfth 
Night “memories-and-forfeits” game in which the 
leader recited verses, each player repeating them un-
til someone made a mistake and had to pay a forfeit.

But “The Twelve Days of Christmas” is much more 
than a secular nonsense song. It may well be that 
“The Twelve Days of Christmas” was a form of the 
song “A New Dial, In Those Twelve Days,” circa 
1625, which attached religious meanings to each of 
the twelve days. But instead memory-and-forfeits, it 
was in a question-and-answer format.

We can better understand what led to the creation 
of this carol by looking at Catholicism in 16th 
century England.  Rome did not approve of Henry 
VIII’s move to divorce Catherine of Aragon in order 
to marry Anne Boleyn. In 1558 Anne’s Protestant 
daughter Elizabeth succeeded her Catholic half-sis-
ter Mary on the throne Elizabeth banned by law all 
practice of the Catholic faith, public or private. Only 
the state church was legal in England.

From 1558 until 1829 – when English Catholics 
were finally emancipated by Parliament – just to be 
Catholic was a crime punishable by imprisonment, 
hanging, or being drawn and quartered. Priests 
were exiled and not allowed to return or to perform 
the sacraments. Many priests, however, risked their 
lives to come back and minister to the flock. Many 
ordinary Catholics also risked their lives to practice 

their faith and have their children baptized. Fami-
lies, who could afford to do so, built hiding places, 
called priests’ holes, in their homes to hide priests to 
protect them from secret police raids.

Due to the circumstances of the times, it is easy to 
see how this song might have been written. Each gift 
in the song, which could be sung in public, was a 
symbol for a part of the catechism. That way Catho-
lics, who wanted to practice their faith and teach 
their children basic doctrine of the church, could 
avoid risking persecution or raising the suspicions 
of non-Catholics. The tune, one of many from the 
19th century, is an arrangement of a traditional 
folk melody published in 1909 by English composer 
Frederic Austin.     

1. On the first day of Christmas my “true love” (God) 
gave to “me”…  The singer, an ordinary person who 
believes in Christ, and the  “partridge” represents 
Christ.  “…I have longed to gather your children to-
gether, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings…
”(Matthew 23:37). A mother partridge risks her life 
for her children by feigning injury, thus luring en-
emies away from them. “He hath delivered me from 
the snare of the hunters… under His wings thou 
shalt trust” (Psalms 90:4). Christ said “I lay down 
my life for the sheep” (John 10:14-15). The partridge 
was an ancient mythological symbol of a divine and 
sacred king. In a “pear tree” represents the Cross. 
“Jesus was crucified on a “tree,” (a cross made from 
a tree) (Gal. 3:13). The Lord said to King David, “…
when thou shalt hear the sound of one going in the 
tops of the pear trees… then will the Lord go out 
before thy face to strike the army of the Philistines.” 
(II Kings 5:24)

2. ”Two turtle doves” represent the Old and New 
Testaments and the two complement each another. 
The New Covenant reinforces and fulfills the Old. 
The dove symbolizes peace. Many believed that peace 
would come when the Gospel was practiced.  In 
addition, doves were the sacrifice offered by Joseph 
and Mary at the presentation of Jesus in the Temple 
when he was twelve (Lev. 12:8; Luke 2:24). 

3. “Three French hens” represent the three Gifts 
of the “Spirit that abide”: Faith, Hope and Charity 



(1 Corinthians 13).  Furthermore, French Hens were 
very costly during 16th century Elizabethan England 
and symbolized the three expensive gifts of the Maji 
-- gold, frankincense, and myrrh.  The French Hens 
also represent theThree Persons of the Trinity: God 
the Father, His Son Jesus Christ and the Holy Ghost.

4. “Four calling birds” represent the four Gospel 
writers, Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, who sing 
the of salvation through Jesus Christ (John 20:30-
31). “Their sound hath gone forth into all the earth: 
and their words unto the ends of the world” (Psalms 
18:5).

5. “Five golden rings” represent the first five Books 
of the Old Testament, the Torah: Genesis, Exo-
dus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. Thus 
representing the history of 
mankind from Creation to 
Moses (Luke 24:25-27):  God’s 
creation of the world and of 
mankind in God’s image, the 
fall into sin and following 
judgment, and the creation of 
Israel and its covenant with 
Yahweh.

6. “Six geese a-laying” rep-
resent the six days of creation 
(Gen. 1:31-2:2). Eggs are the 
symbol of new life and hold 
the promise of life to come.

7. “Seven swans a-swimming” represent the seven 
gifts of the Holy Spirit: serving, teaching, exhorta-
tion, generosity, leading, mercy, and compassion 
(Romans 12:6-8). They also represent seven sacra-
ments of the Catholic faith (I Corinthians 12:8-11; 
Romans 12; Ephesians 4; 1 Peter 4:10-11).

8. “Eight maids a-milking” represent the eight 
Beatitudes, preached by Jesus Christ on His Sermon 
on the Mount (Matthew 5:3-11). These lowly of 
servants symbolize Christ’s faithfulness to those of 
us who don’t deserve his love (Rom. 5:1-5), and echo 
these lines “…that thou mayst enter into the land 
which Thy Lord God will give thee, a land flowing 
with milk and honey, as He swore to thy fathers” 
(Deut. 27:3).

9. “Nine ladies dancing” represent the nine fruits 
of the Holy Spirit: Joy, peace, patience, forebearance, 

kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and 
self-control (Galatians 5:22-23). They also represent 
the nine choirs of Angels: Angels, Archangels, Prin-
cipalities, Powers, Virtues, Dominions, Thrones, 
Cherubim, and Seraphim.

10. “Ten lords a-leaping” represent the Ten Com-
mandments (Ex. 20:3-17). The Laws of God given to 
Moses on Mount Sinai are holy and good, and we 
should live by them, and we are justly condemned 
because of our sin (Gal. 3:10-28). No matter how 
rich or powerful the lords were, even through their 
persecution, Catholics believed that faith and perse-
verance were more important.

11. “Eleven pipers piping” represent the eleven 
original and faithful Apostles: Simon-Peter, Andrew, 

James, John, Philip, Bar-
tholomew, Matthew, Thomas, 
James-son of Alphaeus, Simon 
the Zealot, and Judas son of 
James (Luke 6:14-16) through 
whom the good news of the 
gospel was preached “to the 
whole world” (Matt. 28:19; 
Rom. 10:18-21).

12. “Twelve drummers drum-
ming” represents the Apostles’ 
Creed. One of the earliest 
confessions of faith which lists 
the twelve basic beliefs of the 
Christian Church (BCP 304).

With an understanding of the history of its creation, 
this “nonsense” and “secular” song can become to 
all of us, adults and children alike, a joyful acclama-
tion and celebration of what God has done for us.  
When you next hear or sing “The Twelve Days of 
Christmas,” maybe you can lift your heart and mind 
to God in a new way with the Christian symbolism 
in mind.
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