 My late grandfather was a man whose conversation revolved around a number of key themes. Were you to visit him he would dwell at length of any or all these themes as you sat by the gas fire in his house at 226 Audenshaw Road in Manchester. One such theme was The Most Important Things in My Life given as a list, a ranking. They were as following and in this order: His faith, his family, his friends, Lancashire County Cricket Club, Manchester United Football Club. There may have been others but they were the top five. Number one on the list, faith, I shall return to, numbers 2 and 3 (family and friends) few would argue with, as for Lancashire County Cricket Club and Manchester United there may be those among you who would not put them quite so high up in a list of Most Important Things or, indeed, would not put them in the list at all.
But let me declare what would be high on my list: music, and quite specifically, songs. I love music and I listen to it a lot, mostly pop music, erring towards the bluesy in particular, but I listen to other things too and, as I think about it, I realise how music has for me an enormous capacity to match or create a mood. Music is so sympathetic. And I know I am not alone in finding that music has this facility to speak very deeply to the human spirit; witness the increase in those joining choirs and the vast audience for X Factor. Music and song can be profound, sentimental, complex, disposable, rich and above all very human. Whatever your tastes, it is often music that resonates with our spirits when we are brought low or are full of joy. It’s right up there in my list anyway.
And of course, for many, Christmas and music are synonymous. The Christmas story is told over and over in song. We’ve done it again tonight. The words of scripture have been re-presented in the music of carols and anthems and we are so grateful to our choir in leading us in this. And we have felt some deep things: we have sung of the hopes and fears of all the years, tears and smiles, sadness and gladness. We have stood amidst the winter’s snow,  seen the darkness of a world of sin and shuddered at cruel Herod’s sore affray but we have also thrilled at a wondrous gift silently given, pondered how he who within a manger lies built the starry skies and throughout joined our songs to the first Christmas carol, the song of angels. We hear the Christmas angels sing the glorious song of old, the heavenly music that floats o’er all the weary world, heavenly hosts singing alleluia, angels singing “Peace on earth”, herald angels, choirs of angels, cantemus in choro! 
Now we should not be surprised at this link between Christmas and music. If we were to look at the stories surrounding the birth of Jesus we will find that it was not only the angels who felt compelled to sing: in Luke’s stories of the birth of Jesus there are songs everywhere. When John the Baptist is born, shortly before his cousin Jesus, his father Zachariah sings the song we call the Benedictus “Blessed be the Lord God of Israel …” A God who in his tender mercy would send his Messiah:
To give light to them that sit in darkness 
and in the shadow of death,  
    and to guide our feet into the way of peace

When the angel Gabriel announces to Mary that she would be the one to bear that same Messiah, she responds with the song we call the Magnificat: 

My soul doth magnify the Lord,  
    
and my spirit hath rejoiced in God my Saviour

And then when only a few days after his birth when Jesus is presented to Simeon in the Temple, the old man sings the song we call the Nunc Dimittis 

For mine eyes have seen thy salvation,  
    which thou hast prepared before the face of all people, 
To be a light to lighten the Gentiles

There’s a lot of singing going on in these stories of Jesus’ birth because it is song that captures best of all the strangeness, the mystery, the joy, the anticipation of what unfolds. Through these songs, human beings respond to the wonder of what God has done in sharing in our human life and rescuing us from the darkness of death and given light to all his people.

And we can argue until the cows come home about the mechanics of it all – Virgin birth, angelic apparitions, strange dreams, visitors from the east, but we wouldn’t be so boring and cloth eared would we? Rather we turn to song, to poetry, to music, as the only way we can really begin to express what Christmas means. Through carols and anthems we tell this story and respond to it and for all its obvious strangeness we feel the truth of it break through; at least, we can if we let it.
Number one in my grandfather’s list of Most Important Things was his faith. It’s not always easy for us to be so certain. Maybe our faith is, as someone has said, a little like radio reception in the home counties, it comes and goes a bit. Perhaps at Christmas time we sense more strongly than at any other time that faith might have a place on our list of Important Things but then New Year comes and we stop singing poetry and start talking prose again. Perhaps we even think we were a little seduced by these songs and carols and in the wintery light of January unrelieved by twinkling lights, Christmas seems a warm memory we only hope we can reheat next year. But what if it were different? Not “I wish it could be Christmas Everyday” (what a dreadful thought) but what if we might carry something of the song of the angels in our hearts on beyond the season and into our lives. Because the invitation to us is not just to sing carols once a year but to hear the song and sing throughout our lives, a song like Zachariah’s, of hope, like Mary’s, of joy and like Simeon’s, of salvation. These are not Christmas things; these are life things. And we sing these songs in the face of the coldness of winter, the darkness of the night and the cruelty of the world because God is with us, our Emmanuel, and because he is with we can sing out with hope and joy and love. God gives his gift, a child in a manger, flesh of our flesh, bone of our bone, and this gift is carried to us on song with the clear invitation for each of us to join in and sing 
Glory to the new born king,

Peace on earth and mercy mild

God and sinner reconciled.
