Grade 5—Unit 7

Christmas
This unit recognizes the many times song is used in the Bible. The writers
included songs of God’s people in many different forms and in many of the books
of the Bible, all the way through Revelation. Teachers will be able to use the
Christmas unit no matter where they are in the scope and sequence of events. It is
designed to fit with the study of both Old Testament and New Testament, anywhere
along the timeline of events.
Students begin by examining how song, poetry, and music were important to
key figures in the Bible, as well as to common people, as a form of storytelling,
lament, and worship.
After studying about songs of the Bible, the unit moves to the songs found in
Luke: Zechariah’s song, Mary’s song (the Magnificat), and the song of the angels.
This in turn leads to a focus on Christmas carols that we sing today. Taking a
close look at Christmas carols and understanding their background helps us realize
that they are an important part of celebrating the real meaning of Christmas.
Christmas carols tell the story of Jesus’ birth, express joy, and help us celebrate
this wonderful event. Christmas traditions are a meaningful part of people’s celebrations. Students will have an opportunity to share their own traditions as well as
learn about traditions from other cultures and countries.
LESSONS
1. Songs of the Bible
2. Songs of Luke
3. Christmas Carols
4. Christmas Traditions
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Unit 7: Christmas
Unit Information
SUMMARY
Music is an important element in the Bible. The writers who wrote the words
that would eventually become our Bible included examples of faith heroes whose
songs are familiar to us. Some of these faith heroes are Moses, Miriam, Deborah,
David, and Mary—but there are others as well. Students will learn about various
songs of the Bible, including the songs in Luke which are connected to Jesus’
birth. A focus on Christmas Carols helps us see how the use of music and song
aids us in thinking about the real meaning of Christmas. Children will also have
an opportunity to think about their own traditions as well as those around the
world.

KEY BIBLE TEXTS
Luke 1:1-80
Luke 2:8-15

BIBLICAL BACKGROUND
Old Testament
Moses and Miriam each sang a song of praise when the Israelites were led
from the wilderness (Exodus 15:1-18 and 15:20-21). Hannah (1 Samuel 2:1-10)
and Deborah (Judges 5:1-31) are recognized in the Bible for the songs of praise
they sang to God. David wrote many of the psalms used for worship and Solomon
is known for the book titled Song of Songs or Song of Solomon. The entire book is
a love song. It uses metaphors and poetic imagery. Most of the comparisons are
not visual, but emotional.
One of David’s songs is a song of thanksgiving. It is found in 2 Samuel 22:2-51,
and has also been included in the Bible as Psalm 18. The Psalms are songs that
often show key events from David’s life. Each psalm has special notations to tell
the reader who wrote it and how it was used.
The book of Psalms was a hymnbook for the Hebrew people. Psalms were used
in worship and special gatherings. They express a myriad of human emotions.
Various instruments and dance accompanied the psalms. The psalms are a special kind of poetry built on parallel lines. Two and sometimes three lines use different ways to express the same idea. Here is an example from Psalm 141:1:
Line 1 I call upon thee, O Lord; Make haste to me!
Line 2 Give ear to my voice, when I call to thee
Sometimes a psalm was written as an acrostic. Each line or verse begins with
a different letter of the Hebrew alphabet. Psalm 119 is an example of this.
Israel sang for many reasons. The Old Testament contains eating songs, harvest
songs, work songs such as the famous Well Song (Numbers 21:17-18), wedding
songs (as in the Song of Songs), and mourning songs. Israel sang long and well;
led by circumstances of history to the heights of joy and the depths of despair.
They took part with intense feeling in all that happened.
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New Testament
How did the people of the New Testament worship God in music? They were
reminded to be involved in “teaching and admonishing one another . . . as you
sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God”
(Colossians 3:16). The first-century Christians sang “psalms, hymns, and spiritual
songs” (Ephesians 5:18-20). Hebrews 13:15 tells us, “Through Jesus, therefore, let
us continually offer to God a sacrifice of praise—the fruit of lips that confess his
name.”
We know that Jesus and His disciples sang when gathered together. “And
when they had sung an hymn, they went out into the mount of Olives” (Matthew
26:30; Mark 14:26). We learn of songs traditionally sung at Passover. These
include Psalms 113 to 118. The first two psalms were sung before the meal and
the last four after the meal. These were probably the last songs Jesus sang with
his disciples before his death.
Jesus’ followers also sang. Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to
God, and the prisoners were listening to them (Acts 16:24-25). Other songs in the
New Testament include songs of the early church, such as Ephesians 5:19, 20
and Colossians 3:15-17. 1 Corinthians 14:15 mentions singing with the spirit.
“So what shall I do? I will pray with my spirit, but I will also pray with my mind; I
will sing with my spirit, and I will also sing with my mind.” Finally, song is mentioned at the end of the Bible in the book of Revelation. This book suggests that
there will be singing in heaven and that this is what we will be doing for all eternity
(Revelation 5:9-14; 14:3; 15:3).
Luke
The songs recorded by Luke play an important role in the Christmas story.
Mary’s song of praise is in the very first chapter. Often referred to as the
Magnificat, it is in many places similar in thought and phrase to the Canticle of
Hannah (1 Samuel 2:1-10) and various psalms. The Magnificat is the crown of the
Old Testament singing, the last canticle of the Old and the first of the New
Testament. It was sung, or probably chanted, by Mary when she visited her
cousin Elizabeth. Evidently Mary, in spite of her youth, also had a thorough
knowledge of the scriptures and their deeper spiritual meaning. In response to
Elizabeth’s greeting, Mary sang a song of love for God. It appears to be modeled
after Hannah’s song, as mentioned above. Like Hannah, Mary described the future
and the scope of the Savior’s work. She spoke of wonder, adulation, humility, and
exultation. She acknowledged her own need of a Savior (Luke 1:47). She praised
God for choosing her for such a marvelous part in God’s plan.
Zechariah sang a song after the birth of John. When Elizabeth named the baby
John, the neighbors and relatives questioned Zechariah. As Zechariah wrote that
the baby’s name was John, his mute tongue was freed and he sang the song
found in Luke 1:46-56. Finally, the beautiful song of the angels is found in Luke
2:14. This song is found in Christmas carols and is a favorite passage for children’s memory work.
Like the ancient Hebrew people, who wrote psalms, we often tell of God’s gracious acts through song. Christmas carols tell the story of Jesus’ birth, express
joy, and help us celebrate this wonderful event. Other family traditions also help
us celebrate Christmas and are important to pass on to the next generations, just
as the songs of the Bible have been passed on. Finally, there are many ways to
celebrate Christmas all around the world. Christians celebrate Christmas in ways
that are meaningful in many countries and cultures.
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ESSENTIAL UNDERSTANDINGS
• Songs are included frequently in the Bible and are an important part of its writings.
• The book of Psalms was the hymnbook of the Hebrew people. These psalms have
continued to nurture the worship of God since antiquity.
• The book of Luke reminds us of songs sung about Jesus’ birth.
• Many Christmas carols or other songs evolve from our own personal experiences
and quiet times with God.
• Our own family traditions are an important part of who we are.
• Other cultures celebrate Christmas in ways that bring meaning to their lives.

WORSHIP
Theme hymns:
HWB 199—The first noel
HWB 196—While shepherds watched
HWB 191—O little town of Bethlehem
HWB 178—Come, thou long-expected Jesus
SJ 61—How can we be silent
Other hymn ideas:
SJ 96—Listen, God is calling
Other traditional Christmas hymns as desired
Carol Stories (Focus: There’s a story behind every carol, of a person or group of
people who contributed to the telling of God’s story.)
Ask the students to name different Christmas carols. You’ll probably get a
whole list of familiar tunes. Now ask, “Who wrote those songs? Why did they write
them?” Some students may know a few stories behind carols, but many will not.
Talk about how each song has a story. Songs were written for a reason—to tell
others the story, to provide another way to worship, to help others step into the
world of Jesus’ birth.
Explain that in this unit, the students will be learning some of the stories
about the songs. Talk about how the people who wrote these songs contributed to
telling the story of Christ by sharing of their talents in writing Christmas carols.
Pray together, thanking God for the gifts of others and asking that we may also
contribute to the telling of God’s story. End the time with singing a favorite
Christmas carol that the students listed at the beginning of worship time.

ADDITIONAL ACTIVITY SUGGESTION
Students could spend an entire additional class session listening to a recording of
Handel’s Messiah (the traditional Christmas portion only). Many recordings are
available. There are also several “Young Messiah” recordings, done by Christian
contemporary artists. They feature a version of Handel’s composition that keeps
the same melodies, words, and rhythm, but adds numerous voices and instruments. This version may appeal more to 5th graders. As they listen, they could
follow the scripture passages that inspired Handel.

ASSESSING TEACHING / LEARNING
Assessment is important throughout the unit, and teachers should use tools both
to formally and informally assess student learning. All assessment in this unit is

Unit 7 / Christmas: Unit Information

239

done through informal checks for understanding. The results of these assessments
should be used to modify and create lessons to further increase student understanding and mastery. Teachers should formally assess students using their own point
system and grading scale on the various worksheets and activities in the lessons.

HOME EXTENSION IDEA
(To be shared with parents)
Your child will be studying songs from the Bible and particularly songs connected
to Jesus’ birth from the book of Luke. Your child will also be learning about
Christmas carols. Talk with your child about which carols are your favorite.
Spend time as a family singing your child’s favorite carols as well as the parents’
favorites. Find a CD with the carols and play it at home or in the car if you travel
over Christmas.

MEMORY PASSAGES
The main memory passage for this unit is Luke 1:46-48. Bonus work could include
the next verses, Luke 1:49-55. These passages are provided in large format on
pages 241-242, to be used as posters or overheads or to send home with students
for memorizing.
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My soul glorifies the Lord,
and my spirit rejoices in
God my Savior,
for he has been mindful of
the humble state of his servant,
From now on all generations
will call me blessed . . .
Luke 1:46-48
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. . . for the Mighty One has done
great things for me—holy is his name.
His mercy extends to those who fear him,
from generation to generation.
He has performed mighty deeds
with his arm;
he has scattered those who are
proud in their inmost thoughts.
He has brought down rulers
from their thrones
but has lifted up the humble.
He has filled the hungry with good things
but has sent the rich away empty.
He has helped his servant Israel,
remembering to be merciful to Abraham
and his descendants forever,
even as he said to our fathers.
Luke 1:49-55
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Christmas
LESSON 1: SONGS OF THE BIBLE
Objective
Students will use Bible reference tools to explore songs of the Bible and the
Psalms in particular. They will discover that psalms were used in worship for the
Hebrew people. They will also learn how psalms are used in our hymns today.

Key Concepts
• The writers of the Bible included songs sung by faith heroes, songs sung by the
gathered community, and songs that were used in various ways.
• The book of Psalms was the major source of worship material for the Hebrew
people.
• The psalms nurture our worship today, through spoken word and song.

Texts: Book of Psalms; Exodus 15:1-18, 20-21; 1 Samuel 2:1-10; Judges 5:1-31
Estimated Lesson Time: 40 minutes
Materials
•
•
•
•

“Songs of the Bible” (p. 246)
“All People that on Earth Do Dwell” (HWB #68)
Hymnals
Student Bibles

Teacher Preparation
• Prepare overhead transparencies of “Songs of the Bible” and “All People that on
Earth Do Dwell.”
• Gather enough hymnals so that each pair of students can share one.

INTRODUCING THE LESSON
Music in our lives. Explain that the Bible is made up of different kinds of literature.
Ask students if they can name some of the types of literature in the Bible. The
Bible contains examples of history, prose or story, letters, laws and rules, wisdom
sayings or proverbs, poems, prayers or songs, and gospels. This unit will focus on
song.
Brainstorm ways in which students currently experience music, song, and poetry.
(Ideas might include church worship, scripture, commercials on TV, radio, CDs, concerts, nursery rhymes for children, phone ringtones, “hold” noise when waiting on
the phone, music class in school, choir, band, dancing, etc.) Allow this list to lead to
a brief discussion on the importance of music in our culture today.

LESSON STEPS
1. Using the “Songs of the Bible” overhead, show students the various verses
where songs are found. Divide the class into 7 groups. Assign each group one of
the passages listed. Ask them to try to find out who is singing the song. They
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should list this on a piece of paper, as well as write a short summary of the passage. These should then be shared with the larger group.
A. Deuteronomy 31:19, 32 (Moses)
B. Exodus 15:20-21 (Miriam)
C. Judges 5:1-31 (Deborah)
D. 2 Samuel 22:2-51 (David—this is also included in the Bible as Psalm 18)
E. Ephesians 5:19, 20 (Songs of the early church)
F. Colossians 3:15-17 (Songs of the early church)
G. Revelation 5:9-14 (Singing in heaven)
Mention that other examples of songs include the book of the Bible called Song
of Songs. Ask if anyone knows who wrote it? (Solomon) Explain that the whole
book is a song of love.
Explain that that during the Passover feast, people traditionally celebrated
with songs from the Bible. These songs were Psalms 113 to 118. The first two
were sung before the meal and the last four after the meal. These were probably
the last songs Jesus sang with his disciples before his death
2. Overview of the Psalms. The book of Psalms was a major source of worship
material for the Hebrew people. Invite students to open their Bibles to Psalms.
Review its content and emphasize:
—These are mainly prayers and praises written by David and others (David
wrote more than half of them).
—The psalms are divided into five books, and served as a major worship book
for the Hebrew people.
—The theme running through the entire Psalms is that God is the great king
over all, and the One to whom all things are subject.
The psalms are still present in our worship. We use them as we speak and
read scripture, as well as in our singing. Explain that you will look more closely at
the psalms, to become more comfortable with them as you use them in your worship and Bible study.
3. Read Psalm 141. Demonstrate how this psalm was formed with parallel lines
about one idea. (Refer to Unit Information, p. 237, for discussion of parallel lines.)
Then turn to Psalm 119 and discuss that it was written as an acrostic in Hebrew.
4. Read Psalm 100 and talk about the mood of the psalm. Direct students to look
at the overhead of the song, “All People that on Earth Do Dwell,” and note the
composer’s use of the psalm.
5. Psalms in the hymnal. Ask students to locate the scriptural allusions/references index in the hymnal—page 623 in The Mennonite Hymnal and page 880 in
Hymnal: A Worship Book. Invite a student to count the number of references to
various psalms. Another student could try to figure out which psalm passages are
used the most. Invite the class to explore the three most used passages and several
of the hymns that include them. Why are these psalms used so often? What is
important about them? How do we identify with their meaning? What messages
do they hold for us today?
If students frequently sing praise songs or use a praise songbook in their worship, invite them to perform a similar exploration of those songs.

Unit 7 / Lesson 1: Songs of the Bible

244

EXTEND THE LESSON
(These activities will extend the lesson to longer than 40 minutes.)
• Invite others to the classroom to present a psalm for the students.
• Gather percussion instruments that would have been used when David lived.
Use Eerdman’s Handbook to the Bible, pages 238-239, for reference. Sing hymns
that use psalms as the students play the instruments.
• Present a psalm. Have students search the book of Psalms and find psalms
that have special meaning for them. Ask them to choose a way to present the
psalm to the class. They might compose music to go with it, present it in another
language, use percussion as it is spoken, use creative movement to tell it, create a
choral reading of it, memorize and recite it, use a familiar song to present it, etc.
• Note music experiences. Ask students to keep a note sheet during the next 24
hours of music they experience. As homework or at the start of the next lesson,
ask them to look back at their note sheets and write one or two paragraphs
describing where they experienced music and discussing the role music plays in
their lives.
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Songs of the Bible
A. Deuteronomy 31:19, 32

B. Exodus 15:20-21

C. Judges 5:1-31

D. 2 Samuel 22:2-51

E. Ephesians 5:19, 20

F. Colossians 3:15-17

G. Revelation 5:9-14
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Christmas
LESSON 2: SONGS OF LUKE
Objective
Students will learn of Zechariah’s song, the song of the angels, and the Magnificat.
They will understand the relevance of the Magnificat as Mary’s song of praise and
acceptance of God’s call to bear the Son of God.

Key Concepts
• Also known as the Song of Mary, the passage known as the Magnificat is taken
from the words Mary said to describe the experience of being pregnant with
Jesus, recorded in Luke 1:46-55.
• The Magnificat is now a canticle frequently spoken or sung in Christian church
services.
• Unlike other New Testament texts, the Magnificat was originally written in Greek.
Its name, though, comes from the first word of the Latin version (Magnificat anima
mea Dominum).
• A song sung by Zechariah is included in Luke, chapter 1, and the song of the
angels is found in Luke, chapter 2.

Text: Luke 1:46-55; Luke 1:68-79; Luke 2:14
Estimated Lesson Time: 40 minutes
Materials
•
•
•
•
•

Student Bibles
Magnificat verse posters
White copy or printer paper—at least one sheet per student
Crayons, watercolors, brushes
For Extend the Lesson, option two: recording of Handel’s Messiah (Christmas
portion)

Teacher Preparation
• Gather materials needed.
• Prepare posters or signs with the separate verses from the Magnificat (Luke
1:46-55) to post above students’ drawings.

INTRODUCING THE LESSON
Review the previous lesson, in which you explored songs of the Bible. Explain
that today you will look specifically at those songs that were recorded in connection to the birth of Christ. As a class, read these passages together: Luke 1:67-79
(Zechariah’s song) and Luke 2:8-15 (the angels’ song). Use these passages to initiate
a brief discussion of the key events of the Christmas story.

LESSON STEPS
1. Read Mary’s song together, from Luke 1:46-55. Describe the setting in which
the words were spoken. Mary had gone to visit her cousin Elizabeth, who was
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pregnant with the baby who would become John the Baptist. Jesus leaped within
Mary’s womb, and she spoke these words (Luke 1:49-55).
2. Illustrate the passage. Break the passage into individual verses. Assign a
verse to each student, or allow them to choose. Because there are only nine verses,
each one will be illustrated by several students. They should be allowed to let
their own expression and experiences of God guide them as they draw. You may
need to help with specific ideas. Specific stories that have been studied all
through the year will likely come to mind for each verse.
Students should use the following technique to illustrate their verses: Lightly
draw in pencil. Then, go over the lines in crayon. Finally, fill in the white spaces,
and eventually the entire page with watercolors, choosing colors based on the
crayon colors used.
When finished, display the illustrations in order under a poster or sign with
each verse.
3. Memory passage. Ask students to memorize Luke 1:46-48 for this unit.

EXTEND THE LESSON
(These activities will extend the lesson to longer than 40 minutes.)
• Bonus memory work. Encourage some or all of the students to memorize the
entire Magnificat passage (Luke 1:46-55).
• Listen to Handel’s Messiah. Spend an entire class session listening to the traditional Christmas portion of this work. Many recordings are available. There are
also several “Young Messiah” recordings, done by Christian contemporary artists.
These feature a version of Handel’s composition that keeps the same melodies,
words, and rhythm, but adds numerous voices and instruments. This version may
appeal more to 5th graders. As they listen, students could follow the scripture
passages that inspired Handel.
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Christmas
LESSON 3: CHRISTMAS CAROLS
Objective
Students will understand that music plays an important role at Christmas. It
helps us to retell the story of Jesus’ birth. It also helps us to recognize the significance of Christ’s coming and give praise to God as we celebrate the miracle.

Key Concepts
• Many songs evolve from our own personal experiences and quiet times with God.
• Christmas carols are heard in many ways during the holiday season, and students
have experienced them in many settings.
• Each carol has a rich history. Knowledge of this history can enhance our experience
of singing carols.
• Carols help us to celebrate and remember the birth of Christ. When thoughtfully
sung, they are meaningful and worshipful, just as the songs and poetry (studied
in the previous two lessons) were for those in Bible times.

Texts: Carols are inspired by Bible passages, many from Isaiah and the gospels.
Estimated Lesson Time: 40 minutes
Materials
• Carol stories (pp. 251-257)
• Hymnal: A Worship Book
• Any materials needed for lesson step #3

Teacher Preparation
• Review the Christmas carols being used in today’s lesson.
• Prepare handouts of the carol stories. (You may want to have students make
these into books later on.)
• Gather materials.

INTRODUCING THE LESSON
Recall some of the songs and poems studied in the previous two lessons. Move
into a short discussion of when students have experienced carols. (Answers might
include church services, caroling, Christmas programs, family devotions, music on
the radio or at the mall, CDs, concerts, etc.) These songs are an important part of
our Christmas celebrations.
Remind students that song was also important to people in Bible times. A better understanding of these carols will make singing them more meaningful for us.

LESSON STEPS
1. Introduce and sing the carols for today’s lesson, handing out the carol story
sheets you prepared earlier. Other options for carols can be found in Hymnal: A
Worship Book. Some of these songs are much more familiar than others. They are
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numbers 172-215 in the hymnal. You may want to ask students to simply look at
the music or you might help them recall tunes by playing recordings of several
carols.
Take time to review one or two of the carols so students understand the history
and other information that is included on the carol sheets.
3. Carol activities. Give students the following activity options, and let them
each choose one:
• Choose two carols and compare them.
• Illustrate a carol.
• Complete a bar graph of favorite carols of students in the class.
• Write an acrostic poem with a song title or a word such as “carol.” (Each letter
begins a describing word or sentence about the word or words.)
C
A
R
O
L
• Research a specific carol.
• Make a recording of your family singing or playing a carol. (Or have a group of
students record a carol.)
• Write another verse for a carol.
Give students time to complete as many of the options as you require. If you
have enough time, allow students to share what they have done.

EXTEND THE LESSON
(These activities will extend the lesson to longer than 40 minutes.)
• Add to Christmas concert. Students may be singing several of the carols from
this lesson in their choir or music class. Ask the music teacher to consider including
some of the information, history, and projects from this lesson in the students’
Christmas concert.
• Worship time. If you have not yet used the worship idea in the Unit Information
section on carols (p. 239), you may choose to do that now.
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Angels We Have
Heard on High
When did Christmas

songs begin?

As with anything that goes way back
in time, not everyone agrees. However,
one tradition says that Telesphorus,
Bishop of Rome at about 125-136 A.D.,
declared that on the birthday of the Lord,
all should sing the hymn the angels sang,
“Glory to God in the highest.”
Gloria in Excelsis Deo is the Latin for
“Glory to God in the highest.” So when
we sing the refrain of the carol, we can
think not only of the angels’ song that first
Christmas night, but also of the people
singing Christmas music throughout the
centuries.
“Angels We Have Heard on High” is a
traditional French carol. Look for the
credits given to the writer of the text and
music.
This carol’s simplicity and joyousness
seem to echo the angel choir of that first
Christmas night.
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The First Noel
Have you ever wondered why we use the word carol?
Carol means a popular song or ballad of religious joy. It comes from the word carola,
or “ring dance.”
Now imagine yourself in medieval England. You are not allowed to sing inside the
church, so you are part of a group singing outside. While some people are dancing
(caroling), you and the other bystanders are making up tunes and words about the
nativity story. The carol you and others make up becomes a tradition. People remember
and sing it year after year. Sometimes changes are made as the years go by.
“The First Noel” is such a song or carol. While there are older versions, the text as
we know it today was finally written down and published in 1833. When a song begins
in the way described above, we find some errors. The peasants caroling outside the church
were illiterate. Before the invention of the printing press, they had no access to a Bible.
They sang the story as they remembered it. Can you find an inaccuracy in this song?
The word Noel, sometimes spelled Nowel or Nowell, may be related to two Latin
words: novella (news) or natalis (birthday).
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Angels from the
Realms of Glory
(Sing the first two verses.)

Because of a roaming orphan and a blind composer, we
have this Christmas hymn.

James Montgomery began writing poems at age 10. Just four years earlier, his
missionary father and mother had died. So, as a young orphan boy, James roamed the
streets of English cities, trying to sell his poems.
When he grew up, he became a newspaper editor in Sheffield, England. In 1816, he
published one of his poems, titled “Nativity.” We know it today with as “Angels from the
Realms of Glory.”
More than 50 years later, Henry Smart, a church organist who was blind, dictated the
tune “Regent Square” to his daughter. It became the tune to “Angels from the Realms of
Glory.” Without Henry Smart’s music, we probably would never have known about James
Montgomery’s hymn poem.
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While Shepherds
Watched Their Flocks
Long ago, the only songs people sang in church were
the Psalms. In the late 1600s, Naham Tate wrote this
song to provide a church song that was different.

You will notice that unlike traditional carols, it follows the biblical
story exactly. And unlike the poem
that became “Angels from the
Realms of Glory,” it is not so much
an original poem as a paraphrase of
Luke 2:9-11.
Though Naham Tate wrote other
hymns, “While Shepherds Watched
Their Flocks” is by far the best
known. It has been translated into
Latin and nearly all the languages
used today.
In the United States, the hymn is
usually sung to George Frideric
Handel’s aria tune called “Christmas.”
Handel was a deeply religious person
and a famous composer. Many people
know him best for his oratorio,
Messiah.
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O Come All Ye Faithful
Two hundred years ago, printing was a long and

cumbersome task.

Now, if we want a few copies of something, we run it through a copy machine. In the
early 1700s, before typewriters were even used, people called in a scribe—a copywriter.
If there had been a telephone book with yellow pages (which, of course, there wasn’t),
John Francis Wade’s ad might have looked like this:

Some people think John Wade got tired of merely copying other people’s songs and
wrote both the text and music to “O Come All Ye Faithful.” Others think the original
Latin text, “Adeste Fideles,” was written as far back as the 1300s. Most scholars, however,
believe Wade wrote both the words and the music. We know for sure that “Adeste
Fideles” was included in a manuscript Wade penned in 1750 for the English Roman
Catholic College in Portugal.
The original Latin text has eight verses, rather than only four. The fact that it has
been translated into more than 125 languages shows the popularity of this majestic and
joyful hymn.
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Once in Royal David’s City
Cecil Frances Alexander was born in Dublin,

Ireland, in 1823, and died in 1895. She wrote some
400 hymns in her lifetime.

Mrs. Alexander wrote “Once in Royal David’s City” especially for children,
perhaps her godchildren. The last three stanzas make it sound like the ideal is
for children to be quiet, limp little beings, instead of joyful, creative, and growing in responsibility. Probably Mrs. Alexander was expressing a common ideal
for children back then.
If the words bother you, you can omit the last three stanzas when you sing
this hymn. Instead, you may want to sing this stanza that was part of the original hymn. It was written to follow stanza two.
For He is our childhood’s pattern;
Day by day like us He grew;
He was little, weak, and helpless.
Tears and smiles like us He knew;
And he feeleth for our sadness,
And he shareth in our gladness.
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O Little Town of Bethlehem
In December 1868, the preacher and organist at

Protestant Episcopal Church in Philadelphia worked
together to write this song for the children of the church.
Neither the preacher, Phillips Brooks, nor the organist, Lewis Redner, had children of
their own. But they both loved and enjoyed children. Phillips Brooks was six feet, six
inches tall. He was known for his powerful sermons. This tall, important preacher took
time to play with children. Toys and dolls were scattered about in his study, where his
young friends came to play.
At the same church, organist Lewis Redner showed his love for children as Sunday
school superintendent. The Sunday school attendance at that church went from 36 at
the beginning, to more than 1,000, mostly because of Redner’s efforts.
The song “O Little Town of Bethlehem” was to be ready for the Sunday school children
to sing on a certain Sunday. Preacher Brooks had visited the Holy Land three years earlier
and sent a letter to his young friends back in Philadelphia. Inspired by the view of
Bethlehem from the hills of Palestine, especially at night, he wrote the lyrics to “O Little
Town of Bethlehem.”
The night before the song was to be sung, organist Redner still did not have a tune
ready for it. He was awakened in the night with the melody ringing in his ears, what he
later called an inspiration from God.
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Christmas
LESSON 4: CHRISTMAS TRADITIONS
Objective
Students will become aware of the specific traditions in their family and home, as
well as those in other cultures.

Key Concepts
• Remembering and celebrating the birth of Christ is important in many cultures
and unites Christians around the world.
• Traditions are an important part of life as a family, especially those created in
honor of religious holidays.
• Recognizing our own traditions helps us value them more.
• Contrasting our own traditions with those of other cultures helps us appreciate
how others celebrate Christ’s birth and experience family.

Estimated Lesson Time: 40 minutes
Materials
• Chart paper, plain white paper, markers
• Access to computers (optional)
• Library books about Christmas customs

Teacher Preparation
• Gather library books that explain how Christmas is celebrated around the world.
• If you decide to have students use computers to research other countries,
check about computer availability.

INTRODUCING THE LESSON
Write the word “tradition” on the board and ask students to define it by first
brainstorming examples of traditions. (List these on the board as students discuss.)
Examples might include making pancakes on Saturday morning, going to church
every Sunday, devotions together in the evening, getting ice cream after a visit to
the doctor, Thanksgiving with cousins, etc. From the list of examples, form a definition of the word.

LESSON STEPS
1. Traditions in other cultures. Introduce the concept that the word “tradition”
would have the same definition in other cultures, but the examples of specific traditions would be quite different. Explain that in this lesson, you will examine the
traditions of your own culture and other cultures.
2. As a class, create a poster on chart paper with a web of Christmas traditions.
The center title could read “Christmas in America” or “Christmas in ______” (insert
name of town). Each family has its own ways of doing things, so the web will need
contributions from each student. You may want to simply allow students to brain-
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storm a list of family traditions, then invite each student to choose one to contribute to the web. It’s important to point out the difference between secular and
religious traditions, although you will likely want to allow both on the web.
Especially take note if there are any traditions surrounding song: Do the students
go Christmas caroling with their church? Are there special Christmas songs their
families like to sing? Are there special CDs they like to listen to around Christmas?
3. Research Christmas in other cultures. Invite each student to select another
country or culture and use the web search engine www.askjeevesforkids.com to
research how that group celebrates Christmas. OR, gather books about Christmas
in other lands from your school library.
When students find information, they should record it on plain white paper in
the form of a web, with “Christmas in _______” as the center title. Ask them to
particularly look for songs their group might sing at Christmastime, to fit with the
theme of this unit.
If there is time, ask students to make their webs colorful and creative to reflect
their chosen culture. This is meant to be a simple research activity, and not too
involved. The webs may be as simple or elaborate as students have time to make
them. Working in partners might be helpful for students who struggle with doing
research quickly and forming information into a web.
Note: If you don’t have enough time to do the research in step #3 at this busy time
of year, have students create their own family webs. Invite them to think of a way
to share one of their Christmas traditions with the rest of the class.
4. Share research. When the webs are completed, invite students to share in
small groups or as a whole class, if there is time.
5. Display the students’ webs around the poster created as a class in lesson
step #2. Title the display “Christmas Traditions Around the World.”

EXTEND THE LESSON
(This activity will extend the lesson to longer than 40 minutes.)
• Learn from others. If you have students from other cultures in your class,
invite them ahead of time to prepare to share a bit about how their culture celebrates Christmas. OR, invite a guest speaker to do the same. Your school may
have a person from the IVEP program that could come to your class and talk
about Christmas traditions from his/her home country.
• Write first-person narratives. Have students write in the voice of a fifth grader
from the cultures they researched. You might compile these in a “Voices of Christmas”
book. The book could be kept in the classroom or copied for each student. Students
might also dress as people from their chosen groups and read their narratives for
the class.
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