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ABOUT THIS SERVICE 

The “Festival of Nine Lessons and Carols” was first held on Christmas Eve 1918. It was planned 
by Eric Milner-White, who, at the age of thirty-four, had just been appointed Dean of King’s College, 
Cambridge, after experience as an army chaplain which had convinced him that the Church of 
England needed more imaginative worship. The original service was, in fact, adapted from an Order 
drawn up by E. W. Benson, later Archbishop of Canterbury, for use on Christmas Eve in 1880. A. C. 
Benson recalled: “My father arranged from ancient sources a little service for Christmas Eve—nine 
carols and nine tiny lessons, which were read by various officers of the Church, beginning with a 
chorister, and ending, through the different grades, with the Bishop.” The idea had come from G. H. 
S. Walpole, later Bishop of Edinburgh. 

A wider frame began to grow when the service was first broadcast in 1928 and, with the 
exception of 1930, it has been broadcast annually, even during the Second World War, when the 
ancient glass (and also all heat) had been removed from the Chapel. Sometime in the early 1930’s the 
BBC began broadcasting the service on overseas programs. It is estimated that there are millions of 
listeners worldwide. From time to time King’s College receives copies of services held, for example, 
in the West Indies or the Far East and these show how widely the tradition has spread. The 
broadcasts, too, have become part of Christmas for many far from Cambridge. One correspondent 
writes that he heard the service in a tent on the foothills of Everest; another, in the desert. Many 
listen at home, busy about their own preparations for Christmas. 

A revision of the Order of Service was made in 1919, involving rearrangement of the lessons, 
and from that date the service has always begun with the hymn “Once in Royal David’s City.” In 
almost every year the choice of carols has varied, and some new ones have been introduced by 
successive organists. The backbone of the service, the lessons and the prayers, has remained 
virtually unchanged. As Milner-White said, “The main theme is the development of the loving 
purposes of God”…seen “through the windows and the words of the Bible.” 

Here at OURC, we have adapted this service for our own use. In a festive setting, this antiphonal 
service of Word and Song with enough narrative throughout engages both the mind and heart. This 
service is mean to draw us into the story of the birth of Jesus Christ of Nazareth: God’s Son, Israel’s 
Messiah, and our Savior. We are engaged as we hear the Scriptures read from the entire history of 
salvation; beginning in the Garden, moving through the Prophets, and culminating in the Gospels. 
In response to this great dramatic story unfolding before us, we sing some of the Church’s greatest 
hymnody. 

O come, let us adore Him, Christ the Lord. 

 

 



PRAYER—Liturgy of Heidelberg, 1563 
Eternal, and Almighty God, we give you most hearty thanks, that in your great love, you 

graciously pitied us, who were doomed to eternal death for our sins, and ordained your only 
begotten Son, before the foundation of the world was laid, to be our Mediator, Atonement, and 
Savior; that he was promised unto our first parents in paradise, after their deplorable fall, and at 
the appointed time was sent into the world, that he assumed our flesh and blood, became our 
Brother, and in all things like unto, sin excepted. We praise you, that by his death he destroyed 
him who had the power of death, the Devil, and delivered us, who must otherwise have spent 
our while life in bondage to the fear of death, from the kingdom of Satan and darkness, and 
translated us into the kingdom of light and eternal happiness. We heartily beseech you to fill us 
with your grace, that we may rightly know this your love and mercy, and Jesus Christ your Son, 
whom you have made unto us for wisdom, righteousness, sanctification, and redemption, and so 
love and honor him, as wholly to surrender ourselves up unto him, to confide in him, and esteem 
everything in the world as dross and dung, for the Excellency of the knowledge of Jesus Christ. 
And may we cling unto this Savior with true faith, who forgives all our sins, and heals all our 
diseases, that we may rejoice in all the tribulations of this life, and sing with the heavenly host: 
Glory to God in the highest, peace on earth, and good-will towards men, and finally attain unto 
the end of our faith, even the salvation of our souls. We entreat you also for all the governments 
of the world. Grant unto our Rulers grace and peace, that they govern those placed under them in 
your fear, and with your approbation, that righteousness may be promoted, and iniquity be 
checked and punished, that we may fulfill our days in quietness and peace, as becomes 
Christians. Confirm all weak and disconsolate spirits, and send down upon us your peace, 
through Jesus Christ our Lord, Amen. 

CAROL—Joy to the World! (Psalter Hymnal 337) 

OFFERING 

*CAROL—Silent Night! Holy Night! (Psalter Hymnal 342) 

*PRAYER 
O God who makes us glad with the yearly remembrance of the birth of your only son, Jesus Christ: 

Grant that as we joyfully receive him for our redeemer, so we may with sure confidence behold 
him, when he shall come to be our judge; who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one 
God, world without end. 
Amen. 

*BENEDICTION 

Christ who by his incarnation gathered into one things earthly and heavenly, grant you the 
fullness of inward peace and goodwill, and make you partakers of the divine nature; and the 
blessing of God Almighty, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, be upon you and remain with 
you always. 
Amen. 

Please join us for Christmas cookies in the narthex of the Chapel. 

CHRISTMAS MEDITATION 
From John Donne’s “Holy Sonnets” 

Annunciation 

Salvation to all that will is nigh; 
That All, which always is all everywhere, 
Which cannot sin, and yet all sins must bear, 
Which cannot die, yet cannot choose but die, 
Lo! faithful Virgin, yields Himself to lie 
In prison, in thy womb; and though He there 
Can take no sin, nor thou give, yet He’ll wear, 
Taken from thence, flesh, which death’s force may try. 
Ere by the spheres time was created thou 
Wast in His mind, who is thy Son, and Brother; 
Whom thou conceivest, conceived; yea, thou art now 
Thy Maker's maker, and thy Father's mother, 
Thou hast light in dark, and shutt’st in little room 
Immensity, cloister'd in thy dear womb. 

Nativitie 

Immensity, cloister'd in thy dear womb, 
Now leaves His well-beloved imprisonment. 
There he hath made himself to his intent 
Weak enough, now into our world to come. 
But O!  for thee, for Him, hath th’ inn no room? 
Yet lay Him in this stall, and from th’ orient, 
Stars, and wise men will travel to prevent 
The effects of Herod’s jealous general doom. 
See’st thou, my soul, with thy faith’s eye, how He 
Which fills all place, yet none holds Him, doth lie? 
Was not His pity towards thee wondrous high, 
That would have need to be pitied by thee? 
Kiss Him, and with Him into Egypt go, 
With His kind mother, who partakes thy woe. 



*OPENING CAROL 

 
 

THE NINTH LESSON—Matthew 2:1–12 
The wise men are led by the star to Jesus. 

Now after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of Herod the king, behold, wise men 
from the east came to Jerusalem, saying, “Where is he who has been born king of the Jews? For 
we saw his star when it rose and have come to worship him.” When Herod the king heard this, 
he was troubled, and all Jerusalem with him; and assembling all the chief priests and scribes of 
the people, he inquired of them where the Christ was to be born. They told him, “In Bethlehem of 
Judea, for so it is written by the prophet: “’And you, O Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no 
means least among the rulers of Judah; for from you shall come a ruler who will shepherd my 
people Israel.’” Then Herod summoned the wise men secretly and ascertained from them what 
time the star had appeared. And he sent them to Bethlehem, saying, “Go and search diligently for 
the child, and when you have found him, bring me word, that I too may come and worship him.” 
After listening to the king, they went on their way. And behold, the star that they had seen when 
it rose went before them until it came to rest over the place where the child was. When they saw 
the star, they rejoiced exceedingly with great joy. 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. And being warned in a dream not to 
return to Herod, they departed to their own country by another way. 

CAROL—O Come, All Ye Faithful (Psalter Hymnal 341) 

THE TENTH LESSON—John 1:1–14 
St John unfolds the great mystery of the Incarnation. 

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was in 
the beginning with God. All things were made through him, and without him was not any thing 
made that was made. In him was life, and the life was the light of men. The light shines in the 
darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it. There was a man sent from God, whose name 
was John. He came as a witness, to bear witness about the light, that all might believe through 
him. He was not the light, but came to bear witness about the light. The true light, which 
enlightens everyone, was coming into the world. He was in the world, and the world was made 
through him, yet the world did not know him. He came to his own, and his own people did not 
receive him. But to all who did receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to 
become children of God, who were born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of 
man, but of God. And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, 
glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth. 

CAROL (please turn back to “Hark! the Herald Angels Sing;” stanzas 1–2, 5 only) 



 

*BIDDING PRAYER 
Beloved in Christ: be it this Christmas Eve our care and delight to prepare ourselves to hear again 

the message of the angels; in heart and mind to go even unto Bethlehem and see this thing which 
is come to pass, and the Babe lying in a manger. 
Let us read and mark in Holy Scripture the tale of the loving purposes of God from the first days 
of our disobedience unto the glorious Redemption brought us by this Holy Child; and let us 
make this Chapel glad with our carols of praise. 
But first let us pray for the needs of his whole world; for peace and goodwill over all the earth; 
for unity and brotherhood within the Church he came to build, and especially in our nation. 
And because this of all things would rejoice his heart, let us at this time remember in his name 
the poor and the helpless, the cold, the hungry and the oppressed; the sick in body and in mind 
and them that mourn; the lonely and the unloved; the aged and the little children; all who know 
not the Lord Jesus, or who love him not, or who by sin have grieved his heart of love. 
Lastly let us remember before God all those who rejoice with us, but upon another shore and in a 
greater light, that multitude which no man can number, whose hope was in the Word made flesh, 
and with whom, in this Lord Jesus, we for evermore are one. 
These prayers and praises let us humbly offer up to the throne of heaven, in the words which 
Christ himself hath taught us: 
Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name; thy kingdom come, thy will be done, 
on earth as it is in heaven; give us this day our daily bread, and forgive us our debts as we 
forgive our debtors; and lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil; for thine is the 
kingdom and the power and glory forever. Amen. 

*BLESSING 
The Almighty God bless us with his grace: Christ give us the joys of everlasting life: and unto the 

fellowship of the citizens above may the King of Angels bring us all. 
Amen. 

THE FIRST LESSON—Genesis 3:8–15 
God tells sinful Adam that he has lost the life of Paradise and that his seed will bruise the serpent’s head. 

And they heard the sound of the LORD God walking in the garden in the cool of the day, and the 
man and his wife hid themselves from the presence of the LORD God among the trees of the 
garden. But the LORD God called to the man and said to him, “Where are you?” And he said, “I 
heard the sound of you in the garden, and I was afraid, because I was naked, and I hid myself.” 
He said, “Who told you that you were naked? Have you eaten of the tree of which I commanded 
you not to eat?” The man said, “The woman whom you gave to be with me, she gave me fruit of 
the tree, and I ate.” Then the LORD God said to the woman, “What is this that you have done?” 
The woman said, “The serpent deceived me, and I ate.” The LORD God said to the 
serpent, !! “Because you have done this, ! cursed are you above all livestock ! and above all beasts of 
the field; ! on your belly you shall go, ! and dust you shall eat ! all the days of your life. ! I will put 
enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring and her offspring; ! he shall 
bruise your head, ! and you shall bruise his heel.” 



CAROL (stanzas 3–4 only) 

 

THE EIGHTH LESSON—Luke 2:8–16 
The shepherds go to the manger. 

And in the same region there were shepherds out in the field, keeping watch over their flock by 
night. And an angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, 
and they were filled with fear. And the angel said to them, “Fear not, for behold, I bring you 
good news of great joy that will be for all the people. For unto you is born this day in the city of 
David a Savior, who is Christ the Lord. And this will be a sign for you: you will find a baby 
wrapped in swaddling cloths and lying in a manger.” And suddenly there was with the angel a 
multitude of the heavenly host praising God and saying, “Glory to God in the highest, and on 
earth peace among those with whom he is pleased!” When the angels went away from them into 
heaven, the shepherds said to one another, “Let us go over to Bethlehem and see this thing that 
has happened, which the Lord has made known to us.” And they went with haste and found 
Mary and Joseph, and the baby lying in a manger. 

CAROL (next page) 
 

 



 

 
THE SECOND LESSON—Genesis 22:15–18 
God promises to faithful Abraham that in his seed shall all the nations of the earth be blessed. 

And the angel of the LORD called to Abraham a second time from heaven and said, “By myself I 
have sworn, declares the LORD, because you have done this and have not withheld your son, 
your only son, I will surely bless you, and I will surely multiply your offspring as the stars of 
heaven and as the sand that is on the seashore. And your offspring shall possess the gate of his 
enemies, and in your offspring shall all the nations of the earth be blessed, because you have 
obeyed my voice.” 

CAROL (next page) 



 
THE THIRD LESSON—Isaiah 7:10–14 
The prophet foretells the miraculous birth of the Savior. 

Again the LORD spoke to Ahaz, “Ask a sign of the LORD your God; let it be deep as Sheol or high as 
heaven.” But Ahaz said, “I will not ask, and I will not put the LORD to the test.” And he said, 
“Hear then, O house of David! Is it too little for you to weary men, that you weary my God also? 
Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign. Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, 
and shall call his name Immanuel. 

CAROL—O Come, O Come, Emmanuel (Psalter Hymnal 331:1–4) 

THE SIXTH LESSON—Luke 1:26–38 
The angel Gabriel salutes the Blessed Virgin Mary. 

In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent from God to a city of Galilee named Nazareth, to a 
virgin betrothed to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David. And the virgin’s name 
was Mary. And he came to her and said, “Greetings, O favored one, the Lord is with you!” But 
she was greatly troubled at the saying, and tried to discern what sort of greeting this might be. 
And the angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God. And 
behold, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you shall call his name 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 father David, and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom 
there will be no end.” And Mary said to the angel, "How will this be, since I am a virgin?” 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 will be called holy—the Son of God. And 
behold, your relative Elizabeth in her old age has also conceived a son, and this is the sixth month 
with her who was called barren. For nothing will be impossible with God.” And Mary said, 
“Behold, I am the servant of the Lord; let it be to me according to your word.” And the angel 
departed from her. 

CANTICLE—My Soul Doth Magnify the Lord (Psalter Hymnal 332) 

THE SEVENTH LESSON—Luke 2:1–7 
St Luke tells of the birth of Jesus. 

In those days a decree went out from Caesar Augustus that all the world should be registered. This 
was the first registration when Quirinius was governor of Syria. And all went to be registered, 
each to his own town. 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, to be registered with Mary, his betrothed, who was with child. And while they were there, 
the time came for her to give birth. And she gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in 
swaddling cloths and laid him in a manger, because there was no place for them in the inn. 

CAROL (next page) 
 



 

THE FOURTH LESSON—Isaiah 9:2–7 
The prophet foretells the coming of the Savior. 

The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who dwelt in a land of deep 
darkness, on them has light shined. You have multiplied the nation; you have increased its joy; 
they rejoice before you as with joy at the harvest, as they are glad when they divide the spoil. For 
the yoke of his burden, and the staff for his shoulder, the rod of his oppressor, you have broken 
as on the day of Midian. For every boot of the tramping warrior in battle tumult and every 
garment rolled in blood will be burned as fuel for the fire. For to us a child is born, to us a son is 
given; and the government shall be upon his shoulder, and his name shall be called Wonderful 
Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. Of the increase of his government 
and of peace there will be no end, on the throne of David and over his kingdom, to establish it 
and to uphold it with justice and with righteousness from this time forth and forevermore. The 
zeal of the LORD of hosts will do this. 

CAROL (next page) 



 

THE FIFTH LESSON—Micah 5:2–5a 
The prophet foretells the place of the Savior’s birth. 

But you, O Bethlehem Ephrathah, who are too little to be among the clans of Judah, from you shall 
come forth for me one who is to be ruler in Israel, whose coming forth is from of old, from 
ancient days. Therefore he shall give them up until the time when she who is in labor has given 
birth; then the rest of his brothers shall return to the people of Israel. And he shall stand and 
shepherd his flock in the strength of the LORD, in the majesty of the name of the LORD his God. 
And they shall dwell secure, for now he shall be great to the ends of the earth. And he shall be 
their peace. 

CAROL (next page) 


