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Radio 4 Opening Announcement:
BBC Radio 4.  And time now for our Christmas Service from All Souls Church Langham Place in London.  The service is introduced by the preacher, the church’s Rector, The Revd Hugh Palmer, and begins with a bit of festive fun: the song – ‘It’s the most wonderful time of the year’.




MUSIC (David Erik & orchestra)
It’s the most wonderful time of the year





SPEECH (Hugh Palmer)
A very happy Christmas and a very warm welcome from the heart of London’s West End.

All Souls Langham Place is unique as the last surviving church built by the architect John Nash, who was also responsible for the design of Regent's Park and Regent Street.  The church was completed in December 1823 and stands proudly alongside the BBC’s Broadcasting House close to Oxford Circus.

David Erik who just sang for us, can be found on stage most nights in one of the major theatres a short walk away.  He’s also one of the many members of the church family here and joins the All Souls gathered choir and orchestra under the direction of Noel Tredinnick as they lead our Christmas Day music.

Melinda Hendry reflects the international nature of our church.  She hails from Boston, Massachusetts and has been a part of the All Souls ministry team for a couple of years.  Melinda will be guiding us through our service.  But first, we come to our God in prayer:





SPEECH (Hugh Palmer)
Almighty Father, help us to remember that you loved the world so much that you gave your only son who was born to be our Saviour.
ALL: Lord help us

Help us in this act of worship to recapture our sense of wonder that the Creator of the universe came to us as a newborn baby
ALL: Lord help us

Fill our hearts with the love and the joy and the servant heart that springs from the Christ born in a stable for us.  ALL: Amen






MUSIC (Choir & orchestra)
O come all ye faithful




SPEECH (Melinda Hendry)
Each week throughout Advent, on Radio 4’s Sunday Worship and in many churches across the country another candle has been lit on the Advent wreath to mark the increasing light of expectation shining in the darkness of our world.

Today, X-year old Y lights a fifth candle.  In this we remember and celebrate the birth of Jesus Christ - the Saviour - the light of the world. 





SPEECH (Y)
Let us pray.
Our God and Father, we thank you that 2000 years ago, on a dark night in Bethlehem, you sent your Son, Jesus, into this world to be our Saviour. We thank you that through him and his death, you have rescued us from the darkness of sin and have brought us into your light and life. On this Christmas day, we pray that where there is still darkness, the light of Christ might shine and continue to bring life to all who come to him.
ALL: Amen




MUSIC (David Erik, choir & orchestra)
Light a candle in the darkness







SPEECH (Melinda Hendry)
Here at All Souls we’re an international community representing over 60 different nationalities.  Ways of celebrating Christmas will have many cultural variations, but in the Jesus of Christmas we’re united into one family. And it’s a church family member from South East Asia who reads for us now an account of Jesus’ birth.




SPEECH (Trang Trinh)
A reading from the Gospel of Luke, chapter 2.
In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken of the entire Roman world.  (This was the first census that took place while Quirinius was governor of Syria.)  And everyone went to his own town to register.  So Joseph also went up from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to Bethlehem the town of David, because he belonged to the house and line of David.  He went there to register with Mary, who was pledged to be married to him and was expecting a child.  While they were there, the time came for the baby to be born, and she gave birth to her firstborn, a son.  She wrapped him in cloths and placed him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn.

And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at night.  An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified.  But the angel said to them, "Do not be afraid.  I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people.  Today in the town of David a Saviour has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord.  This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger." 

Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel, praising God and saying, "Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to men on whom his favour rests."

When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, "Let's go to Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, which the Lord has told us about."
(Luke 2:1-15)






MUSIC (Choir & orchestra)
Long time ago in Bethlehem







SPEECH (Melinda Hendry)
Our second Bible reading is from John’s gospel. John reveals just who this baby, wrapped in cloths and lying in a cattle trough, really is and what he means for us. 





SPEECH (Luke Waldock)
A reading from the Gospel of John, chapter 1.
In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.  He was with God in the beginning.  Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made.  In him was life, and that life was the light of men.  The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it. 

There came a man who was sent from God; his name was John.  He came as a witness to testify concerning that light, so that through him all men might believe.  He himself was not the light; he came only as a witness to the light.  The true light that gives light to every man was coming into the world.

He was in the world, and though the world was made through him, the world did not recognize him.  He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him.  Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God - children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband's will, but born of God. 

The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us.  We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.
(John 1: 1-14)





MUSIC (Choir)
Ding dong merrily







SPEECH (Hugh Palmer)
John will always miss out when it comes to school nativity plays! His gospel has such a short cast list!  No angels, no baby, no Joseph, never mind sheep, shepherds and stars: they are all missing too.

But John does do some great one-liners. If you want Christmas in 4 words you can’t do better than John. “The Word became flesh”. It’s all there, packed with substance, but it couldn’t be simpler … “The Word became flesh”. 

Look at what he is telling us.

Christmas says something radical about God.

I came across the intriguing story of the Vasari Corridor recently. It was a kind of urban footpath built in 16th century Florence. When the Grand Duke had the famous Uffizi Gallery built he also ordered the architect to construct a secretive, covered overhead passageway. The Vasari Corridor stretched for over a kilometer between his palace home and these new offices. Suddenly all his problems were solved. He had no need to mix with the crowds anymore, which probably meant his bodyguards were redundant! He could wander unseen and look down on his people in secret. He even had a smelly butcher’s market closed down and moved so his sensitive nose wouldn’t be offended on his walk.


What a different story Christmas tells! “The Word became flesh”. No God lurking secretively above us all. No escaping the crowds or avoiding the sights and sounds and smells that might easily offend his sensitive nose. Here is God at our level, one of us. As John will put it later he could be seen and heard, touched and handled: almost as if he were on public display.  Today, it seems that those with money, power and influence are always trying to avoid that. They’re like the Grand Duke in Florence. Certainly, if I were God, I would have guarded my privacy more carefully.

But Christmas reveals a strikingly different God. “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us” John goes on to say, He wanted to live among us, make his home among us. Literally it is “pitch his tent among us’ or better still “tabernacled” among us.

If you know the OT scriptures, this was the word used way back when the people of God were nomadic people living in tents and the “tabernacle” was the special tent that stood for God’s presence with his people in the camp.
The part of London where I live is full of blue plaques on houses telling us that some famous person lived there. The houses where Karl Marx and William Pitt lived have them, and musicians as different as George Frederick Handel and Jimi Hendrix are all celebrated like that. But, in his gospel, it is as if John is saying that if you were going to put up a blue plaque on the wall “God lived here” you wouldn’t put it on a tent any more, or even a temple, but on a person. This baby who became a boy and then a man. This Jesus.

That’s the other thing about Christmas.

Christmas makes God shockingly personal.

Christmas brings God out of the world of ideas,  a concept to discuss or argue about and brings him down to our level.

Some people love ideas. Wrestling with them is food and drink to them. Others of us struggle with that abstract world. We like things to be more concrete. If you’ve got an idea, we’re always wanting you to put some flesh on it.
 ‘Listen’, says John, “the Word” is the big idea behind the whole world – life, the universe and everything -   “In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God and the Word was God …Through him all things were made without him nothing was made that has been made”.
Now that idea, that Word, has had flesh put on it!

It changes all the talk about God.

John has been talking about people rejecting or receiving the Word. Now it’s clear: 
It’s not an idea you’re throwing in the bin. He’s a person I’m kicking in the teeth.
It’s not a philosophy to live by. He’s a person to walk through life with me.

“The Word became flesh”. Christmas points to Jesus and says here is God! With embarrassing humility God comes all the way down to our level and says  “here I am”. Flesh and blood for a flesh and blood world! “The Word became flesh.”

Christmas says something radical about God.

Christmas also says something radical about us.

Every Saturday morning in the early hours before dawn some of the church family go on a tea run to reach out to the homeless. It happens in many cities. In Glasgow a businessman called Wally has gone out each week leading a team on a soup run. For 15 years he hasn’t missed a Thursday night. The other year a friend of mine went with him at Christmas time. Just after 3 am they found a drunk lying on some grating near a department store. Wally went up to him and shook him and said “Jock, it’s Wally. I have some food for you”. Jock was too drunk to respond. Eventually Wally lay on the ground next to him, spoke face to face with the man gave him some hot chocolate and put a present and some sandwiches in Jock’s pocket.
That’s Christmas! God could have ignored us just as Wally could have chosen to stay at home in the warm each Thursday night. Instead “the Word became flesh”.

That speaks across the whole human race doesn’t it? That’s what we all have in common – flesh! What a value that places on people. This God could be bothered to come down to our level. This God thinks I’m worth that much … that human beings are worth that much, worth becoming one so He could bring us into His family. “To all who received him, he gave the right to become children of God.”. What God would make himself that vulnerable? I’m spending all my time and energies trying to keep my defences up. God brings his down!  “The Word became flesh”.

Christmas says something radical about us.  If it finds me, morally and spiritually as self important as the Grand Duke from Florence, it humbles me. If it discovers me lying in the gutter so to speak, it values me as I never value myself. It shows me God loving so much He gave his one and only, gave him vulnerable as a baby ... and start pulling at that thread and it won’t stop unraveling until I  find  the adult Jesus mocked and tortured and executed, dying for my sins on the cross.  He thinks you and I are worth that! 

 “The Word became flesh”. I’m left with 1001 questions of my own of course. Christmas makes me curious!  But Christmas takes my breath away. 
”The Word became flesh”, Jesus, God’s foot in my door. It is a statement demanding an answer.     





MUSIC (Choir & orchestra)
The first Nowell (arr. Willcocks)




SPEECH (Petra Twiss)
Let us pray

Almighty and Everlasting God,
As we celebrate the birth of your son our Lord Jesus Christ, born as a baby into a suffering world 2000 years ago, yet bringing us the gift of forgiveness, reconciliation and eternal life, we thank you for your great love in sending your son to rescue us.

As Christmas is a time for family celebrations, we thank you for all the love and support we draw from them and we pray especially for families separated by war , natural disasters and poverty. We lift before you the needs of children facing the harsh realities of our troubled world. We pray that the light of your love will shine in their hearts as we show our concern through our prayers and practical support. Prosper the work of all organisations working for the relief of poverty, sickness and the effects of natural disasters and war.  We think especially of British personnel serving in Afghanistan and in other parts of the world this Christmas.
Lord, in your mercy 
ALL: hear our prayer

We pray for your Church, all over the world. May we be reminded of the joy of Christ’s coming and serve you faithfully, with your love, in our communities.

We lift before you the sick, the elderly, the homeless, those who mourn the loss of loved ones and those who are lonely. May the love that brought Jesus down to this world be very real to them.
Lord, in your mercy 
ALL: hear our prayer

And we pray for Her Majesty The Queen and all members of the Royal Family, thanking you for their committed service.  We pray for our Prime Minister and our government, for the leaders of all the countries represented today – inspire world leaders and all those in authority to govern with wisdom, integrity and compassion, always seeking the common good.
Bring forgiveness where there is hatred
Peace where there is violence
Repentance where wrong has been done
Lord, in your mercy 
ALL: hear our prayer

SPEECH (Hugh Palmer)
To embrace all our prayers, let us say together the prayer that Jesus 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 trespasses
As we forgive those who trespass against us.
And lead us not into temptation
But deliver us from evil.
For thine is the kingdom,
the power and the glory
for ever and ever.  Amen.





SPEECH (Hugh Palmer)
Thank you for joining us for our this Christmas Service.  
We wish you all a day full of fun, but also of the joy and the peace God brought at Christmas.
And so, from all of us here at All Souls, we wish you a…:
ALL: MERRY CHRISTMAS

And may the blessing of God: Father, Son and Holy Spirit be with us all today and evermore. Amen.
ALL:  Amen.




MUSIC (Choir & organ)
Hark! The herald angels sing






Nun danket alle Gott (Karg-Elert)




Radio 4 Closing Announcement:
Our Christmas Service came from All Souls Church, Langham Place in London.  It was led by Melinda Hendry and the preacer was the Rector of All Souls, The Revd Hugh Palmer.  Soloist David Erik, the All Souls Gathered Choir and orchestra were directed by Noel Tredinnick and the organist was Ollie Nicolson.  The producer was Simon Vivian. 

At a quarter past midnight award-winning author and former children’s laureate, Michael Morpurgo will be leading our Christmas Meditation, reflecting on the appeal of stories at Christmas.  And this weekend, there’s another chance to hear the ‘Manchester Carols’ – the Christmas story told in words by poet laureate Carol Ann Duffy and music by Sasha Johnson Manning.  That’s Sunday Worship at 10past 8, here on BBC Radio 4.

