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It came upon a midnight clear…  

University of Days’ chaplain didn’t need a hymnal, and the words shining on the large 

screens were a distraction; Peter Howell had been singing these carols since his childhood in 

Coventry. There, in the British Midlands, his family attended services every Sunday. The enor-

mous stone chapel was always cool and echoing, and Christmas was no exception. Advent ser-

vices as a boy there required a sweater, and often a coat. But sitting on the hard benches, he 

didn’t mind. Rich tapestries hung between mullioned windows where candles nestled into pine 

boughs on each sill. The rector, robed in white with a violet stole around his neck. A choir to one 

side, organ music thick as morning fog in the air around him. Pure magic, every molecule. 

The Howell family would come to this building each week. They wedged into the same pew, 

where Peter sat pressed on both sides by sisters and brothers, with their mother and father at ei-

ther end. They shared books, juggling the blue- and red- and black-covered volumes according to 

their place in the liturgy. By eight, he had memorized the Creeds, the responses; with repetition, 

the prayers became familiar, comforting. In later years, when he led such prayers, he would often 

pause at the end of lines, which confused those accustomed to hurtling through the litanies. But 

the pause created space into which powerful words could sink, and before long new rhythms 

were acquired even by those who had been attending services since infancy. Then processing 

down the aisle, towards the robed priests and acolytes, eyes fixed on the chalice, for the feast. He 

would sink to his knees, again sandwiched by Howells, and hold on for dear life to the wooden 

railing that threw back candles’ flames. Peter had known by the time he was ten that his life 

would be bound to the church.  

Hark! The herald angels sing… 

His school had required RK, though the teacher for Religious Knowledge had little of or 

love for it. Twice-weekly chapel proceeded by rote—a joke, or boring, to students around him. 

Many days, the room’s stained glass or the rector’s intonation of Scripture set fire to his brain. 

He saw animals padding down aisles or nosing under the pews where classmates fidgeted; he 

heard the whirring of wings above. 

In the classroom, Peter was slightly above average—if also a little dreamy, according to his 

instructors—managing enough success in his O and A levels that he had a choice of universities. 

He read history at Cambridge, discovered the library and visiting scholars of Tyndale House. Af-

ter that, he enrolled at a seminary in Scotland for the exposure to other voices. Summers he spent 

in Spain, to study and tour. He liked languages. 

O come all ye faithful… 

The discernment process by warm-hearted Anglicans confirmed his call to ministry, and he 

was placed in a Lake District parish. He had met Emily there, a faithful attender from a respected 

family in the diocese. Local biddies had done their best to bring the pair together, and both had 

been willing. But after a year of conversations and speculations, Peter had realized he needed to 

declare himself. Emily was lovely, talented, an easy companion; she would have made an excel-

lent partner in the ministry he envisioned. But Peter could not focus his heart on just one person; 



it was full of too much else. At least then. He had poured out his dreams to her, then as gently as 

he could manage, set her aside. It had been painful for them both. 

Ye chosen of God, your master proclaim, and publish abroad His wonderful name… 

It wasn’t exactly a carol, but the hymn expressed sentiment appropriate for Christmas, so 

Peter had included it on the list for this evening’s service. Paper rustled as people consulted their 

programs, checking on the possibility of an error. As he made eye contact, several grasped what 

was happening, and returned the chaplain’s smile. With confidence restored, the singing swelled. 

He had gone to Latin America: an orphanage in Nicaragua, a Bible school in Peru, relief 

work in Colombia, a dozen years at a union church in Chile. Nearly three decades passed without 

his hardly noticing. He’d met people in Santiago sent there from the United States; their compa-

nies had business concerns in the cities and on the barren deserts in the far north of that slender 

country. Fascinating, these expatriates who moved among international centers every two or 

three years. Johannesburg, Buenos Aires, Kuala Lumpur, Hong Kong—places he had occasion-

ally read about were actual residences for these global nomads.  

Peter made friends with a couple nearing retirement. When they left Chile, they gave him a 

standing invitation to visit them in Colorado. As much as any place, they called Denver home, 

and planned to settle there. He had made the trip one summer, trekked up mountains, toured 

nearby national parks, enjoyed their hospitality. It was his first time in the States, and not nearly 

so awful as he had expected. You could stay, his hosts told him. It happens our parish priest is 

leaving, and we could put in a good word. 

A reading from the prophet Zechariah.  

On the Tabernacle’s stage, as a UDays’ student voiced the ancient words, Peter tried to con-

centrate on the Scripture. After hundreds of Advent celebrations, he knew the texts by heart. 

Everyone in the room remained standing, faces turned toward the lector, listening. This Christ-

mas service—he called it Vespers, but that name was foreign to many—was a favorite at the col-

lege. For him, it was an odd blending of the solemn nature of his traditional Advent with the tri-

umphant, exuberant note these Americans craved. The service had become another of those oc-

casions when his Anglican roots were watered by evangelical fervor. But who could object when 

students and faculty alike set aside their books and computers during the final week of exams to 

spend an hour together, reviewing the story of Incarnation through songs, prayers, and Scripture? 

Cancer had caught him in Denver, curtailed his pastoral service just months after the move. 

Chemo left him weak as a flatlander at the top of Pike’s Peak and able to preach only on rare oc-

casions. There had been a slow rally, aided by a compassionate nurse. Cicely. Her husband had 

lost a bout with cancer some years before; she knew what was necessary, and what was likely. 

When he pulled through, he noticed a change in his heart. A foxhole conversion, he called it 

later. Talking over his new feelings with—and for—Cicely, she had agreed. Apparently he had 

been the last to recognize what was obvious to all who looked. It took another year for his bache-

lor heart to thaw completely; his hair grew back thick, darker than before. Her kids had been en-

thusiastic from the start, and all of them came to the wedding. 

A reading from the Gospel of Matthew…. 

Marriage wrecked him for parish ministry: his focus narrowed sharply and he wanted now to 

tend his own home. Cicely’s son-in-law had mentioned a senior care center back east, near them, 

that was in need of a chaplain; Peter applied, was accepted. He and Cicely moved to southern 

Georgia. She found work at a clinic in Brunswick, but due to mismanagement, the senior center 

closed eight months later. Peter didn’t mind being out of work; he fancied the leisure of retire-

ment. But by this point, he had made some connections at the small college a few miles away. 



When the chaplain there left midyear for a mission initiative to which he ‘felt called’, Peter of-

fered to step in part-time, until they found someone else. Certain members of the school’s leader-

ship were suspicious, on account of his roots in a church that wasn’t quite Protestant, and certain-

ly not Evangelical. He came on provisionally, until a more suitable replacement could be found. 

Peter was now in his seventh year of that part-time, short-term arrangement.  

Is there anything so wonderful so gracious, so familiar as Christmas? Peter was standing 

behind the Tab’s lectern, glancing at his notes. This homily—another foreign word for many in 

these parts—had fallen out of his soul with little effort. Ordinarily he spent hours preparing for 

talks like this, but on occasion, a message arrived almost fully formed. A gift. And yet, consider 

the mystery that swirls as angels and prophets collude. The paradox of God taking on human 

flesh, so that God might make His true feelings known. Mystery, wonder, paradox: Peter’s own 

life could be described by such terms.  

More than sixty seasons that he could remember, most of them as a professional, hearing or 

telling this story. It had become familiar, grooved into his soul. What new could one find in a 

tale so known? He smiled: what new was necessary in the drawing of breath, the sitting to meals, 

the company of a lover or friend?  

Peter drew in a breath shallowed by scar tissue on his lungs, amazed—every day, amazed—

that blood coursed through his veins. Arrayed before him were bright-eyed students, faculty with 

their grey hair and deep hopes, friends of the University who showed up to sit under Word and 

music: they were growing old together. We all of us come to Christmas needing it to be true. 

That a Savior appears with a carpenter’s callouses because God loves; that God’s love means 

all is forgiven, and we can come home.  

Home. Not simply heaven, but broader. The gift of Christmas is for here and now, as well as 

for there, and later. It is a gift meant for each one, a gift that brings joy. This gift of life, in the 

company and under the care of love, a gift meant to clamber over the boundaries humans kept 

trying to impose: it grounded and startled him every day. Cicely sat in the third row, her face 

still, her eyes riveted on the Advent wreath’s candles shining like stars. Did he understand life 

such as it had happened to and for him? Not fully, nor was it easy to describe in neat categories. 

Might he have predicted it? Hardly. Would he change any of it? Not a bit. 

 


