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 In the Austrian village of Oberndorf, Christmas of 1818 promised to be a 

little bleak.  Nestled in the Alps, the villagers were stranded in their small town by 

a blizzard.  They were making preparations, as best they could, to celebrate 

Midnight Mass at their local parish – St. Nicholas Church – when they discovered 

that their magnificent pipe organ was broken.  The blizzard made it impossible for 

a repairman to be brought in.  Not only were they cut off from the rest of the 

world, their Christmas celebration would seem quite forlorn without music.  The 

parish priest, Father Joseph Mohr, remembered that he had written a Christmas 

poem some years before.  He gave the poem to the parish organist, Franz Gruber, 

in hopes that he could come up with some simple piece of music that could be sung 

without organ accompaniment.  Herr Gruber wrote a simple melody that he could 

play on a guitar.  So that Christmas Eve – exactly two-hundred years ago tonight – 

the unusual combination of a blizzard and a broken pipe organ meant that Father 

Mohr’s poem met Herr Gruber’s music – and the world first heard “Stille Nacht,” 

“Silent Night.”   
 

 In the two centuries since that Midnight Mass, “Silent Night” has been 

translated into countless languages and sung in almost every Christian church and 

performing venue in the world.  Most of us presume that Bing Crosby’s greatest hit 

was “White Christmas,” but his best-selling record was actually his recording of 

“Silent Night.”  And because of its sacred character, Bing donated to charity all of 

his royalties for the recording.  The song is loved, I suggest, because it is 

accessible to all.  Its beautiful melody does not require an operatic voice or a three-

octave range.  And the words perfectly express both the meaning of that first 

Christmas night and our prayer for this Christmas as well – silent, holy, calm, 

bright, tender, mild and peaceful.   
 

 Yes, for two hundred years we have sung “Silent Night” and quietly prayed 

for the calm and holy and peaceful night that it promises.  Yet we live in a world 

mired in violence and dissention.  People no longer respectfully disagree – they 

seem to launch a social media attack on anyone who has a different opinion.  Our 

world cries out for tenderness and compassion, but anger and bitterness and self-

righteousness seem to crowd out everything else.  Our government is all but 

paralyzed by dissention.  And this year scandal and secrecy have sadly reminded 

us that even in our own church, holiness is not guaranteed.  Yes, we pray for a 

silent night, for a holy night, but it seems that our prayer isn’t being answered.   
 

 When you think about it, it didn’t really seem to be answered two thousand 

years ago in Bethlehem either.  Mary and Joseph welcomed their child far from 



home after a journey by donkey or on foot.  They had travelled to Bethlehem at the 

insistence of the occupying forces of the Roman Empire.  A census had been 

ordered not to determine how the Empire might better serve the inhabitants of 

Galilee and Judea, but as part of a plan of taxation.  The Holy Family was but one 

more cog in the wheel of first century bureaucracy.  They arrived in Bethlehem 

with no comfortable surroundings, no five-star hotel or even a clean delivery room.  

The Savior of the world was born in abject poverty, surrounded by animals and 

laid in a manger – a feeding trough.  If the night was finally silent for Mary and 

Joseph, it was because they were all alone in that stable with sleeping animals and 

a newborn son, but loaded down with all of the normal fears and anxieties of new 

parents compounded by the pressure of caring for the Eternal Son of God far from 

home.   
 

 With the exception of a few shepherds and magi from the East, that first 

Christmas was not noticed by anyone else in Bethlehem or elsewhere in the world.  

The world did not suddenly become silent, holy, peaceful or calm.  Indeed, the 

Holy Family had to quickly leave their stable for exile in Egypt in order to protect 

their child from Herod’s wrath.  The brutality of Rome would eventually bring our 

Lord to the torture and violence of crucifixion.  Even after the resurrection, the 

Church, the mystical Body of Christ, would be both brutally persecuted and in our 

day, ignored and marginalized from the public square.   In the two thousand years 

since that night in Bethlehem, in the two hundred years since that night in Austria, 

the weapons of our world have changed, but our flawed human nature has not.  So 

what did that first Christmas accomplish?  Where is that silent night, that holy 

night, that night so calm and bright? 
 

 Sisters and brothers, the Incarnation we joyously celebrate tonight is the 

pivotal moment in human history.  When God loved us enough to take on our frail 

human nature – he offered us not momentary pleasure and security in this world, 

but the eternal happiness of the world to come.  The Christ-child was born in a 

noisy and violent world, but offers peace and joy to each and every human heart.  

It is in our hearts, in our immortal souls that Christ seeks to make his dwelling.  It 

is to our souls that the Lord – calm and bright, tender and mild –   it is to our souls 

that Christ seeks welcome.  Yes, the world around us is troubled, is broken, is 

sinful – that’s why we need a Savior.  In a time of hatred and conflict, the Christ 

who is born today offers us the tenderness of reconciliation.  In a world of 

disillusionment and heartache, the Christ who is born today offers us the gift of 

healing.  In a place of confusion and instability, the Christ who is born today offers 

us His peace and His love.  Tonight, though the world around us may seem to be 

falling apart, we pray that the silent, holy night of Bethlehem may bring the calm 

and brightness of Jesus Christ to each of us and to every human heart. 


