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FOREWORD

There is a treasure of inspiration to be found in these pages. If you love Christmas, then this book is going to bless you time and time again. You will laugh and cry, and history will come to life. You will learn and understand things you didnt know before, giving you a much richer grasp of the music that makes this season so very special. You will probably also want to rush out and tell someone you know one of these stories.

Those who know me well know that Christmas is my favorite time of the year. I love shopping, wrapping gifts, decorating, and even the hustle and bustle that goes with the season. But above all the other traditions, I love the music of Christmas.

For me, music brings Christmas to life. Songs about the birth of Jesus transport me to the first Christmas. A carol that describes snow makes me feel the chill. When I hear the story of a shunned reindeer, I feel sorry for him. I guess because these songs offer wonderful memories along with beautiful music, I treasure the times I get to sing them at home, in church, and on the stage. To me, each one of these special songs is a pretty package that I get to unwrap again every year; and now, thanks to this book, each one of these musical packages contains a newly discovered surprise that makes it even more meaningful. These new surprises are the product of one mans quest.

Ace Collins is not only one of my closest friends, he is my favorite writer and the best storyteller I have ever known. In this book, he has touched me like never before. To know the background on these inspirational Christmas songs has changed my perspective on Christmas itself. I will never again sing any of these carols without being transported back to the place and time it was written.

Stories Behind the Best-Loved Songs of Christmas is a book that will bring the Christmas season into sharper focus for you. You will find out why I now wish my friends a mighty Christmas, how a tiny bell made a movie unforgettable, and why one of the most spiritual songs I have ever sung was once banned by the church. Yet more than simple information and holiday trivia, these stories will enlighten and inspire you in ways I cant begin to explain. I can only say that after reading this book, I believe that Christmasits roots and traditions and musicwill mean so much more to you.

Thank you, Ace, for answering the call and bringing these stories to the world. Your gift of this book helps all of us to remember the true reason for the season and the inspiration behind the music that brings Christmas to life each year. There is no doubt that reading and rereading Stories Behind the Best-Loved Songs of Christmas will be a central part of my Christmas for years to come. I can hardly wait to share this book with everyone I know and love.

Louise Mandrell





1
ANGELS, FROM THE REALMS OF GLORY

Angels, from the Realms of Glorypossibly the best-written, sacred Christmas carol of all timehelped launch a revolution that continues to impact millions of lives today. At its heart is its writer, an Irishman born in November of 1771.

James Montgomery was born in Irvine, Ayrshire, Scotland. Montgomerys father, John, was an Irish Moravian missionary. When his parents were called to evangelistic work in the West Indies, the child was sent to a Moravian community in Ballymena, County Antrim, Ireland. By the time he was seven, James was at Fulneck Seminary, Yorkshire, England. Five years later, the parents ]ames hardly knew died on the mission field.

Perhaps because of the distance from and the tragic loss of his parents, Montgomery never was very interested in his schooling. Flunking out of seminary, he became a bakers assistant for a short time. By the age of twenty, the young man was little more than a vagrant, moving from job to job, often unemployed, and homeless for weeks at a time.

Montgomerys only interest was writing. He spent what little money he had on pencils and paper, taking hours to compose poetic odes on everything from loneliness to faith. Though no publisher was interested in his work, the radical editor of the Sheffield Register saw something in the young mans raw talent. For the next two years Montgomery got paid to do what he most loved to dowrite stories. He also learned firsthand about the hardships of being an Irishman under English rule. At the age of twenty-three, when the newspapers owner was run out of town for writing radical editorials concerning Irish freedom, the missionarys son took over the Register.

In an attempt to quell the British governments wrath, Montgomery changed the papers name to the Sheffield Iris. Yet he didnt change its editorial stance. Just as his parents had strongly rebelled against the strict rules and rituals of Englands official church, James was bent on carrying on a written war for Irelands freedom. At about that time, he also became an active leader in the abolitionist movement. His fiery editorial stance twice landed him in prison. Yet each time he was released, he returned to the Iris and continued his printed war for freedom on all fronts.

When Montgomery was not waging an editorial crusade against English rule and slavery, he was reading his Bible in an attempt to understand the power that motivated his parents lives and ultimately led to their deaths. In time, his Scripture study and rebellious zeal would blend and send the young man on a new mission. One of the first hints of this change was revealed on Christmas Eve 1816.

Irishmen, who hated all things British, probably carefully studied the newspaper each day, hoping to find some Montgomery-penned passage that would inspire more to join their


Angels, from the realms of glory,

Wing your flight oer all the earth;

Ye who sang creations story,

Now proclaim Messiahs birth.



Chorus:

Come and worship, come and worship,

Worship Christ the newborn King.



Shepherds in the fields abiding,

Watching oer your flocks by night,

God with man is now residing,

Yonder shines the infant Light.



Chorus



Sages, leave your contemplations,

Brighter visions beam afar;

Seek the great Desire of nations,

Ye have seen His natal star.



Chorus



Saints before the altar bending,

Watching long in hope and fear,

Suddenly the Lord, descending,

In His temple shall appear.



Chorus



revolution. It is certain that local government officials who read the Iris often wished to nail the man who was so often a thorn in their side. Yet on December 24, 1816, readers discovered a different stance from the fiery editor. On that day, his editorial did not divide Irish from English, but rather brought everyone who read the Iris closer together.

Written in the same poetic verse that Montgomery had employed during the aimless wanderings of his youth, Nativitywhat would eventually become the carol Angels, from the Realms of Glorytold the story of angels proclaiming the birth of a Savior for all people, English and Irish, rich and poor, Anglican and Moravian. Eloquent, beautiful, and scripturally sound, Montgomery soon touched more lives for Christ with the stroke of his pen than his parents did in all their years of missionary work.

Still, when read between the lines, there was a bit of social commentary in Nativity. A verse long-deleted from the carol speaks of a society that needs to right some wrongs. That lost stanza also reveals the writers personal journey in finding purpose and meaning in his own life:


Sinners, wrung with true repentance,

Doomed for guilt to endless pains,

Justice now revokes the sentence;

Mercy calls you. Break your chain.



As Montgomery would soon find out, his poem would break chains, but not those he had envisioned. The impact of Nativity would actually foreshadow the writers future, since he would come to revolutionize music and thinking in the English church.

As often is the case with inspired work, irony stepped in and took an important role in revealing Nativity to a mass audience. The Irish revolutionarys poem might have been forgotten if not for an Englishman. It was a member of the English establishment, the same group against which Montgomery had long fought, that would become the agent in making his poem a worldwide favorite. [image: float image1]

Henry Smart, the son of a music publisher, had given up a successful law career to become one of Englands finest organists and composers. Like Montgomery, he was a revolutionary, only his cause was bringing new and beautiful music to English congregations, something that often involved bitter conflicts. Many traditionalists wanted nothing in church services but the simple chants that had been a part of worship for hundreds of years. They often argued that the members of the congregation were merely spectators and should not be involved in the important facets of worship. Smart, however, felt that God spoke to every man and woman and that worship should be a joyful, corporate experience.

In the face of ridicule, Smart published new songbooks with harmonized melodies. When people heard his harmonies, they demanded that his work be used by the church. Bowing to the will of the peopleand realizing that other Protestant denominations had already begun using this new musical stylethe Church of England allowed the composers ideas to take root. It is no exaggeration to say that Smart is to harmonized church music what Bach is to the German chorale.

Yet the fact that Smart saw the need for new excitement in worship was ironic. By the age of eighteen, Smart was going blind. He probably couldnt have even read the poem that James Montgomery had written on Christmas Eve, 1816. But somewhere, some twenty years after it had been written, the composer listened to the Irishmans words. Inspired by the wisdom, power, fire, and beauty he saw in Nativity, Smart composed a tune to go with the poem. When published, the Montgomery/Smart collaboration had a different title and a new, vibrant life. Angels, from the Realms of Glory would not only be welcomed as a new Christmas carol, it would soon become one of the songs that opened the door for a new, joyful, and uplifting musical style in hundreds of English churches.

But even before Smart had married his music to Montgomerys poem, Montgomery had lost interest in the Irish revolution. As he grew to fully understand his parents calling, he returned to the Moravian church and became an avid worker for missions. He also began to write hymns, ultimately composing more than four hundred. With the aid of Henry Smart, he led a quieter rebellion, bringing a festive, personal style of music into church services that made the congregation an active part of worship.

A music critic once wrote, For comprehensiveness, appropriateness of expression, force and elevation of sentiment, Angels, from the Realms of Glory may challenge comparison with any hymn that was ever written, in any language or country. Therefore, it seems appropriate that the strong faith that was evident in every word, line, and verse not only sustained the songs remarkable writer on his often difficult and solitary journey through life, but also helped open the church door for a more joyful worship experience.

Always looking at his own life and experiences for inspiration, Montgomery once wrote in an inspirational poem that he meant to set to music:


Beyond this vale of tears,

There is a life above,

Unmeasured by the flight of years;

And all that life is love.



Montgomery continued to write hymns until the day he died in 1854. By that time, the man twice imprisoned by England for his beliefs had heard his Angels, from the Realms of Glory sung in the Anglican churches of London. And the revolution begun in an Irishmans newspaper eventually touched people both throughout England and far beyond her borders.







2
ANGELS WE HAVE HEARD ON HIGH

Many images accompany Christmasfun and frolic, snow and decorations, laughter and family gatheringsimages so ingrained in most peoples minds that they find it difficult to imagine the holiday any other way. Yet, in truth, Christmas only recently became the festive holiday we now cherish. For almost fifteen hundred years, the observation of the birth of Jesus was not recognized on every street corner but left to divinely called men who led a hard and demanding life, toiling in poverty and serving people who understood little about the most elementary facets of Scripture and the life of the soul. Yet these men stayed the course and left their fingerprints on every church of every denomination in the world today.

Monks were and still are solitary men, dedicating every ounce of their being to the Lord and giving up their own families to serve the family of God. Their voices were often the only ones who told of the birth of Christ and their lives the only example of Christian faith. Even to those who knew them, monks were mysterious figures. Their world was one of sacrifice, their sense of duty second only to their humble spirit. Yet from this spirit and life came one of the most beautiful and soaring carols of Christmas.

Much like the lives of most monks, Angels We Have Heard on High is a song steeped in great mystery. Unlike other carols whose writers are unknown but whose origins can be clearly traced to a certain time or certain place, this song seemingly appeared out of the air. Because the first to sing Angels We Have Heard on High lived in nineteenth century France, many believe that it must have originated there. In fact, most sources today call it a French carol. Yet even that assumption is often called into question by songologists. What can be stated with absolute certainty is that this Christmas song must have been penned by a person who had a professional knowledge of the Bible and an incredible gift for taking Scripture and reshaping it into verse. This fact, combined with the use of Latin in the songs chorusmaking it a macaronic carolseems to indicate that a monk or priest from the Catholic church was more than likely responsible for writing Angels We Have Heard on High.

Because the first published versions of the song used French for the verses, many have naturally assumed that its writer was a priest from France. Yet there is evidence that at least part of this great Christmas hymn was sung before Christianity took deep root in western Europe. A portion of the carol was used in early Christian church services even before the Roman Empire adopted Christianity as the state religion.

Angels We Have Heard on High was first published in 1855 in the French songbook Nouveau recueil de cantiques, and records indicate that the song had been used in church masses for more than fifty years before that publication. During those five decades the lyrics were coupled with the melody that is still used today. Except for the verses translated into languages other than French, today the song is sung just as it was a hundred and fifty years ago. Yet for maybe a thousand years or more before that, monks probably sang this same song as they celebrated the birth of the Savior. The story may well be as old as the church itself.

The songs four verses embrace the angels visit to the lowly shepherds and the shepherds response. For many biblical scholars, the angels coming to men who worked menial jobs in the fields and informing them of the birth of the Son of God symbolizes that Christ came for all people, rich or poor, humble or powerful. The angels words in Luke 2, Fear not: for, behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy, which shall be to all people, paired with Jesus own parables concerning shepherds and their flocks, symbolizes that it would be the common man and not kings or religious leaders who would first carry the story of Jesus life to the masses.

But while the shepherds story of why they came to see the babe in the manger is easily identified in all the stanzas, for many who sing this old song, the chorus is an enigma. Gloria in excelsis Deo means, in English, Glory to God in the highest, a phrase that played an important part of worship at church masses dating back to 130 A.D. During that period, Pope Telesphorus issued a decree that on the day of the Lords birth all churches should have special evening services. He also ordered that, at these masses, after the reading of certain Scripture or the conclusion of specific prayers, the congregation should always sing the words Gloria in excelsis Deo. Historical church documents reveal that monks carried this executive order throughout the land and that by the third century it was a practice used by most churches at Christmas services.

It can be argued that if the chorus was written within a hundred years of Christs birth, the roots of Angels We Have Heard


Angels we have heard on high,

Sweetly singing oer the plains,

And the mountains, in reply,

Echoing their joyous strains.



Chorus:

Gloria in excelsis Deo,

Gloria in excelsis Deo.



Shepherds, why this jubilee?

Why your joyous strains prolong?

Say what may the tidings be,

Which inspire your heavnly song?



Chorus



Come to Bethlehem and see

Him whose birth the angels sing;

Come, adore on bended knee

Christ the Lord, the newborn King.



Chorus



See within a manger laid,

Jesus, Lord of heavn and earth!

Mary, Joseph, lend your aid,

With us sing our Saviors birth.



Chorus



on High might go back to someone who actually knew Jesus when he walked on earth. Though unproved, it is a very interesting and inspiring idea and ties in to the selfless image of a called member of the clergy bringing faith alive in order to spread the message of Jesus Christs birth, life, and death.

Another facet of this carol that would seem to tie at least its chorus to the very early Catholic church is the range of notes found in the chorus. While most modern carols move up and down and cover at least an octave and a half, thus testing the upper or lower limits of the average singer, the phrase Gloria in excelsis Deo barely moves at all. In addition, the melody used by the song never strays more than one octave and the verse moves through only six notes. This simplicity seems to tie the melody to early chants used by monks and taught to their congregations.

[image: float image2] Webster defines a chant as singing or speaking in a monotone to a hymnlike repetitive melody. Using this approach, important elements of worship were passed on from person to person and generation to generation in the oral tradition. In a day when few read wordsmuch less musicchants helped keep the gospel alive among the common people. Of all the carols born in the chanting tradition, Angels We Have Heard on High, was one of the easiest and least challenging, despite the fact that the word gloria covers three measures and hits almost twenty different notes. Unlike others, which failed to inspire as they taught, this song lifted hearts while telling the story. It embraced the spirit that a called man of God would have felt as he gave up everything to serve his Lord.

So why has this carol of unknown origin remained so popular for so long? Though the tune may be considered monotonous, when the simple text is read it becomes obvious that few Christmas songs so fully describe the joy that the world felt when a Savior was born in Bethlehem. The lyrics dont just ask the singer to lift up his or her eyes and heart in wonder and observe the beauty of what God has given the world, they demand it. There can be no doubt that whoever wrote Angels We Have Heard on High not only believed the words found in the Bible, but relished that belief.

Ultimately, it is the sensitive retelling of the angel-shepherd story that carries this song and has made it one of the worlds most popular Christmas carols. As Kenneth W. Osbeck wrote in his devotional book, Amazing Grace, The Bible teaches that angels are the ministering servants of God and that they are continually being sent to help and protect us, the heirs of salvation. Angels We Have Heard on High speaks of the incredible, special relationship between heaven and earth, God and man, like few songs ever have. It embraces one of the most important elements of faith just as the shepherds embraced the Good News they were given two thousand years ago.

The mystery of who wrote this song points back to the lives of all those who are called to spread the gospel, to keep the story alive, to provide a means for people everywhere to hear and know the message that came to earth on that first Christmas. One of those nameless servants wrote this song to share the story with others. Though he has long been forgotten, what he believed is alive in not only his song but in hundreds of millions of souls around the world. His prayer has been answered: the angels are still heard, the Savior still welcomed, and the soul still stirred.







3
AWAY IN A MANGER

Many Christmas carols are bathed in so many different legends that separating fact from legend becomes almost impossible. Such is the case with the beautiful and simple carol that tells the story of baby Jesus lying in a manger that first Christmas night.

Along with Jesus Loves Me, Away in a Manger is one of the first songs that Christians teach children in Sunday school or church. With only three short verses and a very simple tune, it is no small wonder that little ones learn it long before they can read. The beautiful and serene picture painted in the carols lyrics defines peace on Earth better than most books or sermons.

In 1887, American hymn writer James R. Murray entitled the tune to Away in a Manger as Luthers Cradle Hymn. Murray further stated in his popular songbook, Dainty Songs for Little Lads and Lasses, that Martin Luther had not only written Away in a Manger, but had sung it to his children each night before bed. As the song spread across a growing America and people began to sing it at home, in churches, and at schools, they often envisioned legions of German mothers rocking their babies to sleep each night with the strains of Away in a Manger. As the song became more popular, some news reports even trumpeted the songs Teutonic heritage and the powerful inspiration that obviously could come from only the great Luther himself.

Ironically, not only did German mothers of this era not sing Away in a Manger, they had never heard it until the song arrived in Europe from its country of origin, the United States. Where Murray got his misinformation on Luther remains a mystery, yet because of his outstanding reputation as a writer and publisher, the story stuck.

James R. Murray studied at the Musical Institute in North Reading, Massachusetts, under legendary teachers such as Lowell Mason, George Root, William Bradbury, and George Webb. His teachers marked their student as one of the finest young musical minds they had ever encountered. Yet Murray didnt stay the course in school. In 1862, in the midst of the American Civil War, Murray enlisted as an Army musician. During the darkest days of the war he wrote his first song, Daisy Deane. Composed in a Virginia camp in 1863, the now forgotten ditty established Murray as a songwriter.

After the war ended and armed with a wealth of new material, Murray joined the Root and Cady publishing house in Chicago, Illinois, as editor of the Song Messenger. In 1881, Murray moved to Cincinnati, Ohio, to work for the John Church Company, editing the Musical Visitor. He also took charge of the companys publishing department. It was there that he happened upon Away in a Manger.

Two years before Murray had printed Away in a Manger in his childrens songbook, the General Council of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in North America had published the song in their book Little Childrens Book: For School and Families. Printed in Philadelphia, Little Childrens Book listed no songwriter for the words to the song. The book stated that the tunea much different one than that used by Murrayhad been provided by J. E. Clark.

In truth, the first two verses of Away in a Manger were no doubt written by an anonymous American sometime in the mid1800s. The song was probably passed down orally for years before it was picked up by the Lutheran editor. By the time it was first published, no one knew the identity of the composer.

In 1892, a man named Charles Hutchinson Gabriel became the music director of Chicagos Grace Methodist Episcopal Church. A poet, composer, and editor, it was in the Windy City that Gabriel wrote a legion of hymnseventually more than seven hundred. The composers work included such standards as Way of the Cross, My Saviors Love, Higher Ground, and I Stand Amazed in the Presence. It was while he was at Grace Church that Gabriel discovered not only the versions of Away in a Manger published by the Lutheran press and by James R. Murray, but also another, unknown version that contained a third verse. He published this new edition of the carol in Gabriels Vineyard Songs.

Throughout the next two decades the popularity of Away in a Manger grew, as did the myth surrounding Luthers authorship of the piece. Illustrations were drawn and stories were told depicting Luther singing the song to German children. As the real author never came forward to dispute the growing legend, the facts of the carols origination became more and more diluted.


Away in a manger, no crib for a bed,

The little Lord Jesus laid down His sweet head;

The stars in the sky looked down where He lay,

The little Lord Jesus, asleep on the hay.



The cattle are lowing, the Baby awakes,

But little Lord Jesus, no crying He makes;

I love Thee, Lord Jesus! look down from the sky,

And stay by my cradle till morning is nigh.



Be near me, Lord Jesus, I ask Thee to stay

Close by me forever, and love me, I pray;

Bless all the dear children in Thy tender care,

And fit us for heaven, to live with Thee there.



During World War I, while Germany battled the United States, many groups began to sing the words to Away in a Manger with the old Scottish tune Flow Gently Sweet Afton. This rendition might well have been a protest against any and all things German. Yet soon after the war, when most Americans had again embraced the original tune, a new songbook, Words and Song, gave a man named Carl Mueller credit as the musical composer of the song. Where the Boston publisher came up with Muellers name is another unanswered question. Carl Mueller did not write the music to Away in a Manger; in fact, many believe that he didnt even exist.

In 1945, as Americans again battled Germany in a world war, American writer Richard S. Hill sorted through the now seventy-year-old mystery concerning the carols origin. He determined that James R. Murray himself probably wrote the music long coupled with Away in a Manger. Yet as Murray always took credit when he composed a song, it is doubtful that he would have deflected the credit to Martin Luther. Its more likely that Murray was given the song and simply adapted the existing German-influenced melody into four-part harmony for his book. It also seems likely that Murray received the story of Martin Luther writing the piece from the person who originally gave him the song.

[image: float image3] Whoever he or she is, the unknown songwriter probably didnt live to see the song reach children the world over with its poignant message. Yet while the mystery of origination remains, the songs message, depicting the precious moment when a Savior came to Earth bringing peace, joy, and hope, is so strong and profound that it leaped from a single night, from a single household, to become one of the worlds most beautiful Christmas messages in song. The picture that story paints is even more profound and riveting than that of Luther singing Away in a Manger in Deutsch to his children.
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