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Where words fail, music speaks. 

—Hans Christian Andersen 

 

Do You Hear What I Hear? 
 
Welcome 
Rev. Clare Petersburger 

 

This morning, we gather to worship—to ascribe worth to what we have found to be most worthy of our 

faithful love. 

 

Our vision is to be an intentionally inclusive community engaging with each other and the world in a heartfelt 

search for truth and meaning. 

 

The Covenant 
(Read in unison)                 

L. Griswold Williams 

 

LOVE IS THE DOCTRINE OF THIS CHURCH, 

THE QUEST OF TRUTH IS ITS SACRAMENT, 

AND SERVICE IS ITS PRAYER. 

  

TO DWELL TOGETHER IN PEACE, 

TO SEEK KNOWLEDGE IN FREEDOM, 

TO SERVE HUMAN NEED, 

TO THE END THAT ALL SOULS SHALL 

GROW INTO HARMONY WITH THE DIVINE— 

THUS DO WE COVENANT WITH EACH OTHER 

AND WITH GOD. 

 

Opening Words 
“Christmas Carol”                       

Sara Teasdale 

 

Our spiritual question this month is, “What does it mean to be a people of mystery?”  

 

In today’s participatory service, we ascribe worth to the mystery of music, for we are a people who create 

music together. In the foreword to our teal hymnal, The Reverend Bill Sinkford wrote: “Singing in 

community has been central to worship in our tradition for thousands of years. Some of the earliest recorded 

‘hymns’ we now know as the Psalms of the Hebrew Bible. Song allows us to name the Holy, to give thanks, 

to acknowledge both joys and sorrows. We praise, lament, ask for support, and commit ourselves to making 

justice through song.” Bill concludes, “Singing helps our very ‘heady’ faith find its loving heart.”  

 

Holiday music is especially powerful because we hear it from earliest childhood. Sara Teasdale reminds us of 

this in her poem “Christmas Carol” imagining the first music the baby Jesus heard and how he responded.  
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Teasdale wrote: 

 

“The kings they came from out the south,  

   All dressed in ermine fine;  

They bore Him gold and chrysoprase,  

   And gifts of precious wine. 

  

The shepherds came from out the north,  

   Their coats were brown and old;  

They brought Him little new-born lambs—  

   They had not any gold. 

  

The wise men came from out the east,  

   And they were wrapped in white;  

The star that led them all the way  

   Did glorify the night. 

  

The angels came from heaven high,  

   And they were clad with wings;  

And lo, they brought a joyful song  

   The host of heaven sings. 

  

The kings they knocked upon the door,  

   The wise men entered in,  

The shepherds followed after them  

   To hear the song begin. 

  

The angels sang through all the night  

   Until the rising sun,  

But little Jesus fell asleep  

   Before the song was done.” 

 

Chalice Lighting 

From Practicing the Scales of Rejoicing 

Reverend Richard Gilbert 

(Read responsively)  

 

We had forgotten how to sing  

 

     UNTIL ANGEL VOICES FROM MYTHICAL 

     REALMS OF GLORY SPLIT THE NIGHT WITH THEIR    

     SONG; 

 

We had forgotten how dark and deep the night         

 

     UNTIL THE PURE LIGHT OF A BIRTHING STAR 
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       OPENED OUR UNSEEING EYES. 

 

We had forgotten the miracle of new life  

 

        UNTIL SOME UNKNOWN POET CAUGHT AND SANG 

        THE MYSTERY. 

 

For the time being is all we have  

for practicing the scales of rejoicing, 

 

      FOR SINGING INTO THE DARK AND UNKNOWN NIGHT, 

 

For flinging faithful tunes against the cold silence, 

 

     FOR MAKING MELODIES IN THE MIDST 

     OF SENSELESS SPACE, 

 

For drawing from constricted voices sounds of joy despite all sadness, 

 

     FOR THE TIME BEING IS ALL WE HAVE 

     FOR PRACTICING THE SCALES OF REJOICING. 

 

We light our chalice to guide us to practice the scales of rejoicing. 

                             

Prelude 
Ding Dong Merrily on High      

16th c. French/Stauff 

Text by G. Ratcliffe Woodward 

TUUC Choir 

 

Story 
“Do You Hear What I Hear?” 

 

In 1962, Noel Regney, a member of the Westport Connecticut congregation, was inspired to write a peace song. 

 

Why? In October 1962, The Cuban missile crisis brought the world to the brink of nuclear war. The “us versus 

them” tension of today is not new. Noel was walking along a New York City street and saw some babies being 

strolled by their mothers. He decided to write a poem as a prayer for the future of these babies.  

 

So the form of his poem was like the game of "telephone" where each verse changes slightly.  

 

It begins with the night wind speaking to the little lamb asking whether the little lamb saw a star.  

 

Who does the little lamb tell? The shepherd boy.  

 

But instead of asking "Do you see what I see?" the little lamb asks: "Do you hear what I hear?” 
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Who does the shepherd boy tell? The mighty king.  

 

But instead of asking, "Do you hear what I hear?" the shepherd boy asks: "Do you know what I know?” 

 

Who does the king tell? The people everywhere.  

 

But instead of asking, "Do you know what I know?” the king says, "Listen to what I say!”  

 

That sounds like something a king might say. But what he asks the people to do is to pray for peace everywhere.  

 

The poem says a child shivers in the night. A child is worthy of our gifts and our love. And a child will then  

bring goodness and light to the world.  

 

Noel asked his wife, Gloria Shayne, to write music for his poem. It was released shortly after Thanksgiving in  

1962. People hearing it for the first time on the car radio would pull over to listen to its lyrics. Such was the  

power and poignancy of this song. The Unitarian, Noel Regney, took the original Biblical account of the birth of  

Jesus and transformed it into a prayer for peace for babies and people everywhere.  

 

In 1962, he and his wife were parents who wanted something different for their own young child. They did not  

want fear or despair. They wanted hope and peace. For 20 years they could not sing this song. It made them cry.  

Such was the power of their dream and their song.  

 

Song 
“Do You Hear What I Hear?”   

Noel Regney / Gloria Shayne 

Al Muehlberger, drum 

 

Reading 

“Christmas Carol”                         

Paul Laurence Dunbar 

 

Paul Laurence Dunbar was born in 1872 to freed slaves from Kentucky. He was the only African American in  

his high school class in Ohio. Although he graduated from college, he could not find employment with  

newspapers because of his race. He worked as an elevator operator because it allowed him time to continue  

writing. Dunbar found greater acceptance in England where he toured for six months and met and wrote with  

Samuel Taylor Coleridge.  

 

When he returned to the United States, he received a clerkship at the Library of Congress. He is regarded as  

America’s first great black poet. Dunbar wrote the following poem, entitled “Christmas Carol.” 

 

Ring out, ye bells! 

All Nature swells 

With gladness at the wondrous story— 

The world was lorn, 

But Christ is born 

To change our sadness into glory. 
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Sing, earthlings, sing! 

To–night a King 

Hath come from heaven’s high throne to bless us. 

The outstretched hand 

O’er all the land 

Is raised in pity to caress us. 

 

Come at his call; 

Be joyful all; 

Away with mourning and with sadness! 

The heavenly choir 

With holy fire 

Their voices raise in songs of gladness. 

 

The darkness breaks 

And Dawn awakes, 

Her cheeks suffused with youthful blushes. 

The rocks and stones 

In holy tones 

Are singing sweeter than the thrushes. 

 

Then why should we 

In silence be, 

When Nature lends her voice to praises; 

When heaven and earth 

Proclaim the truth 

Of Him for whom that lone star blazes? 

 

No, be not still, 

But with a will 

Strike all your harps and set them ringing; 

On hill and heath 

Let every breath 

Throw all its power into singing! 

 

Song 
“Angels from the Realms of Glory”   

Henry Smart 
Text by James Montgomery 
 
Reading 
“Peace on Earth” 

 Ann Weams 
 
The poet, Ann Weams, reflects on the mystery of what happened to the angels’ songs in her poem, “Peace on  
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Earth.” 

 

“Peace on earth, goodwill to all” . . . 

The song came out like one loud hosanna 

hurled through the earth’s darkness, 

lighting the Bethlehem sky. 

 

[The poet describes the moment heralded in the song, babe in a manger, a cozy time, quickly ended, leaving only  

remnants of tinsel. What, she asks, quelled the angelic song? Was it earthly travails that silenced the harps, the  

music?  

 

And do others still listen for angels, or seek stars above lowly stables, where they might kneel beside other 

shepherds? Do others still sing of peace on earth? She concludes:  

 

If there are—then, O Lord, 

keep ablaze their flickering candle 

in the darkness of this world!] 

 

 

Musical Interlude 
“Happy Christmas (War Is Over)” 

John Lennon/Yoko Ono 

Tony Bonta, voice and guitar;  

TUUC Choir 

 

Reading 
From “Hark, the Hairy Angels”           

Robert Fulghum 

 

Sometimes, music is just what we need to lift our mood and give us hope. 

 

Robert Fulghum wrote about this in his essay, “Hark, the Hairy Angels.” 

 

[Robert Fulghum describes the experience of having a cold, rainy Sunday afternoon before Christmas  

interrupted by a persistent knock. He assesses his own mood: bad. 

 

But at his front door is a little boy, masked by a Santa face, waving a bag and shouting, “Trick or treat!” 

 

Bemused, Fulghum digs out a dollar to drop into the bag, and the mask-wearer, an Asian boy, exposes his  

grinning face and offers to carol. Fulghum recognizes him as a Vietnamese refugee settled into the  

neighborhood, and remembers his name. And to Fulghum’s question, “Where’s your choir?” the boy answers,  

“I’m it.” And launches into a full-throated rendition of “Jingle Bells,” followed by sounded like “Hark, the  

Hairy Angels Sing” and a softly soulful “Silent Night.”  

 

Moved to tears, Fulghum dropped another five dollars into the boy’s bag, then shared the candy cane that came  

from the boy’s pocket. 



Do You Hear What I Hear, December 23, 2018 Page 7 

 

 

He concludes: “Who was that masked kid? Hong Duc, the one-man choir, delivering Christmas door-to-door.  

Right down the chimney of my midwinter hovel comes St. Hong Duc. He is confused about the details, like me,  

but he is very clear about the spirit of the season. It's an excuse to let go and celebrate—to throw yourself into  

holiday with all you have, wherever you are . . . Where's Christmas? I ask myself. ‘I'm it,’ comes the echo. ‘I'm  

it.’  

 

“. . . I don't know who or what sent him, but I know I am tricked through the whimsical mischief of fate into  

joining the choir that sings of joy and hope. Through a child, I have been treated to Christmas.”] 

 

Song 
“Hark! The Herald Angels Sing”   

Felix Mendelssohn 
Text by Charles Wesley 
Luke Williams, trumpet 
 
Reading 
“Carol Singing”                  
C. Richard Miles 

 

What images come to mind when you sing “Hark!  The Herald Angels Sing?”  Do you see Janie Bailey  

hammering out the song on the piano as citizens of Bedford Falls collect money and sing at the end of the 

movie It’s A Wonderful Life? 

 

Do you see the Peanuts gang gathered around Charlie Brown’s Christmas tree, their heads raised, their mouths 

in an open smile? Or do you see a school choir or group of carolers with whom you sang? 

 

In our next reading, C. Richard Miles writes of his memories of going caroling in the days before UPVC double- 

glazed windows blocked out the sound. 

 

Miles wrote:  

 

Cold hands we may have had but not cold hearts 

As, cheerfully, we children carolled round the village,  

A Christmas tradition that still tries to cling on 

In some secluded spots, unbended by the centuries of change  

Assailing our more mean and modern world. 

 

[ The poem goes on to describe caroling to the beat set by his father, whose baton was tipped with a tiny light- 

bulb, affixed with tape. Old song sheets in hand, the children sang wholeheartedly, never asking “what can I give  

him?”  

 

The poem concludes, “We gave our simple songs with ardent heart and voice and soul.”]  

 

C. Richard Miles on “Carol Singing.” 
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Offertory 

“In the Bleak Midwinter” 

Gustav Holst 

Text by Christina Rossetti/John Storey 

TUUC Choir 

 

Homily 

Do You Hear What I Hear? 

Rev. Clare Petersberger 

 

On Friday, the curator of the Unitarian Universalist Worship Web page posted a poll for Unitarian Universalist 

ministers. To be clear, only about 100 colleagues responded. The question was: If you had to print ONE set of 

lyrics in the order of service for Christmas Eve for the song “Joy to the World,” would it be: “Lord is come: let 

earth receive her king.” “Word is come: let earth her praises ring.” “Sing whichever words bring your heart joy” 

or “We are printing the pagan version.”  

 

Those were the four choices. So I can honestly report that in answer to the question “Do you hear what I hear?” 

in terms of the song, “Joy To The World” in UU congregations tomorrow night, the answer will be a 

resounding, “No.” This did not surprise me. Nor was I surprised that two congregations will be singing the 

pagan version; that we, along with 12 other congregations will be singing the version in the grey hymnal “Let 

earth her praises ring,” and that 14 congregations will be singing whatever they feel moved to sing.  

 

What DID surprise me is that 62 congregations will be singing “Joy to the world, the Lord is come: let earth 

receive her king.” Perhaps it should not surprise me. Once upon a time, songs were a way to teach theology—a 

way for people to remember the stories; a subversive catechism.  

 

We Unitarian Universalists, like Robert Fulghum, began to question parts of the stories and the theology that 

didn’t make sense to us. That’s when we changed the words to the songs. This reflected our understanding that 

when it comes to building our own theology, revelation is not sealed. Certainly, it was not sealed for Noel 

Regney in 1962 when he wrote a new song. He drew upon the old imagery of stars, shepherds, sheep, kings, and 

a child. In many ways, by writing a new song he highlighted the surprise of the role reversals of the ancient story. 

And he offered millions of Americans hope for peace in a nuclear age.  

 

But when it comes to the old tunes with new words at the holidays many, many Unitarian Universalists do not 

sing the new words. It has nothing to do with theology and everything to do with ritual and repetition. It has to 

do with the mystery of music and its relationship to memory. The late neurologist, Oliver Sacks, wrote “As 

anyone who can’t get an advertising jingle or a popular song out of their head knows, music burrows its way 

deep into the nervous system.”  

 

So I love Sara Teasdale’s image of the baby Jesus sleeping through all of the angel songs. Who knows, perhaps 

all that joy got into that baby’s neurons. He is reported to have grown up to teach others how to create joy 

through loving and being loved. Scientific studies have shown that exposure to music does literally shape our 

brains. Three-year-olds who received weekly piano lessons and participated in daily sessions of group singing 

scored 80 percent higher on tests of spatial and temporal reasoning at the end of one year.  

I love Paul Laurence Dunbar’s recognition that just as nature is filled with sounds of praise, humanity should put 
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all of its breath into singing. Almost 125 years later, we have discovered bone flutes dating back 50,000 years, 

which have similar tonal intervals to today’s flutes. So humanity has been putting its breath into making songs 

for a very long time!  

 

I love Ann Weem’s questions about who silenced the angels’ songs. Intuitively, we know that music makes us 

human. Even people we love with Alzheimer’s who don’t know who they are or who we are come back to 

themselves when they hear familiar music. So the silencing of the angels’ song evokes the loss of our ability to 

connect and care, the triumph of the Herods of this world to the loss of our humanity.  

 

I love Robert Fulghum’s confession that eight year old Hong Duc taught him to stop arguing about the lyrics of 

songs. The lyrics weren’t as important as the spirit of celebration—of throwing one’s head back, closing one’s 

eyes, opening one’s mouth and truly singing whatever songs we can muster the courage to sing. This is why I  

love C. Richard Miles’ memories of caroling. We don’t need to have had a father conducting us “beating time 

with his trusty baton, a tiny light-bulb at the tip attached by sticky tape” to know the bonding power of caroling. 

We may have gone caroling in the streets or sung in school or community choirs. Or we may have come to 

TUUC in December and joined our voices with others—singing the same tunes if not always the same lyrics.  

 

Seven years before his death, Oliver Sacks wrote “Music is much more than a beautiful luxury: It is  

fundamental way of expressing our humanity—and it is often our best medicine.” He continued, “So this 

holiday season, I will surround myself with as much music as possible. I will remember and sing the Hanukkah 

songs I grew up with; I will listen to Bach’s Christmas Oratorio; and I will go with friends to Carnegie Hall to hear 

Handel’s Messiah sung by the heavenly St. Cecilia chorus.”  

 

I would simply add, that I am grateful to the musical leaders who have led us in caroling today and will do so 

tomorrow night. Thank you for helping us to practice the scales of rejoicing.  

 

Song 

“Here We Come A-Wassailing” 

Traditional English 

 

Closing Words 

“Sing!”                          

Maury Merkin 

 

Maury Merkin was a member of Cedar Lane Unitarian Universalist Church. He was a pianist, singer, and 

composer.  He advised:   

 

Sing! If not forever, through the night;  

If not together then alone;  

If not in tune then with a hearty sound  

But sing.   

Or hum.  

If all the words can't be recalled,  

Syllables will do;   

Or pluck upon an instrument  

The meter matters too.  
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Enliven it with pulse.  

And hum.   

Then dance  

If you can find it in your heart to.  

Use a step you've used before  

Or learn a new one.   

More's the better.  

Abandon comes in handy,  

Prance!  

It's Life Time.  

 

GO NOW IN PEACE. 

 


