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“Nor Doth He Sleep” 
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December 23, 2018 
 

In July of 1861 Fanny, a loving wife and mother of 6, had just finished trimming the hair of her 7 

year-old daughter.  She decided to preserve a few of those childhood locks and placed them in an 

envelope for safekeeping.  As she melted wax to seal the lip of the envelope, a breeze came 

through the window, catching the flickering flame of the candle and setting her dress on fire.  

Her husband quickly awoke from a nap and rushed to her aid, but her burns were too server and 

she died from her injuries the next morning. 

 

Not even two years later their oldest son, Charles, at the age of 18, left their home in Cambridge, 

MA, and boarded a train to Washington DC, where he would enlist in President Lincoln’s Union 

army to fight in the Civil War.  Only a matter of months later, on December 1 of that same year, 

word came to his father.  Charles had been shot in his shoulder, the bullet travelling across his 

back and skimming his spine, during the Mine Run Campaign in Virginia. 

 

His father rushed to Washington DC to be at the side of his son.  Surgeries began, the prognosis 

varied depending on who he spoke to, and Charles’ father maintained his vigil at his sons’ side as 

Christmas approached.  On December 25, 1863, this widowed father of 6 sat at the hospital 

bedside of his ailing son, face to face with the violence and despair that embroiled his country, 

and he heard the church-bells in the distance ringing out the hope and promise of Christmas.  It 

was in that room, wrestling with the embattled thoughts of pain and promise that rang through 

his mind, on that Christmas morning of 1863, that Henry Wadsworth Longfellow penned the 

words of the poem, ‘I Heard the Bells on Christmas Day.’ 

 

I heard the bells on Christmas Day 

Their old, familiar carols play, 

and wild and sweet 

The words repeat 

Of peace on earth, good-will to men! 

 

And thought how, as the day had come, 

The belfries of all Christendom 

Had rolled along 
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The unbroken song 

Of peace on earth, good-will to men! 

 

Till ringing, singing on its way, 

The world revolved from night to day, 

A voice, a chime, 

A chant sublime 

Of peace on earth, good-will to men! 

 

Then from each black, accursed mouth 

The cannon thundered in the South, 

And with the sound 

The carols drowned 

Of peace on earth, good-will to men! 

 

It was as if an earthquake rent 

The hearth-stones of a continent, 

And made forlorn 

The households born 

Of peace on earth, good-will to men! 

 

And in despair I bowed my head; 

“There is no peace on earth,” I said; 

“For hate is strong, 

And mocks the song 

Of peace on earth, good-will to men!” 

 

Then pealed the bells more loud and deep: 

“God is not dead, nor doth He sleep; 

The Wrong shall fail, 

The Right prevail, 

With peace on earth, good-will to men.” 

 

Many of you know, by now, that this particular hymn is one of my favorites at this time of year.  

The tune is nice, but it’s the words that have always struck me so deeply and powerfully.  But, I 

never took the time to explore the story behind it until this year.  It was actually the Facebook 

post of a friend and colleague that got me digging a little deeper into this background, and what I 

found was that the story behind it echoes, in extraordinarily profound ways, the psycho-spiritual 

wrestling match that the poetry reflects. 

 

This is the mental battle going on in the mind of a faith-filled widower sitting at the bedside of 

his son who was just shot in a war that had engulfed and divided his country.  This is the 

emotional anguish of a man hearing stories of angels proclaiming peace on earth, listening to 

church bells echoing the hope that was born in the Christ-child, and looking around and seeing 

nothing but sorrow, and pain, and strife.  ‘There’s no peace.’  He starts to think.  ‘There’s no God 

in this.  There is hate.  There is war.  There is death.’ 
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I think this poem has always spoken so deeply to me, most simply, because of its remarkable 

truthfulness.  It’s not hard to become disillusioned with the notion of God’s peace on earth.  It’s 

not hard to look around and wonder where God is.  It’s not hard to find ourselves in a place of 

life, or witness others in a place of life, and wondering IF God is!  The tragic death of a wife, a 

country torn in bloody war, a son on death’s doorstep…it’s not hard to imagine sitting in that 

moment, in that circumstance, hearing those bells ringing and thinking, ‘No.  Not really.’  But, 

here’s the thing about this poem – and really about the very experience that Longfellow imbued 

into these words – he kept listening! 

 

Through the darkness, the sorrow, the anguish, the pain, and the doubt that had overtaken his 

heart and mind, he allowed himself to continue to listen to those bells.  He allowed himself to be 

open to the message they proclaimed.  He allowed himself to rest in his anguish but to listen to 

the hope, the peace and the promise that Christmas proclaimed even into the deepest moments of 

his despair. 

 

I focused on a few of the Old Testament prophesies, this morning, because I think they can help 

us to remember this particular side of the Christmas story.  So much of the Christmas story is 

enwrapped in images of a beautiful Mary, an adoring Joseph, shepherds wandering on 

picturesque hillsides, angels glimmering with the shining glory of God, and cute, cuddly, little 

farm animals gathered around the bedside of the infant Jesus.  It’s a story full of warm fuzzies 

that well up within and bring tremendous joy in this season.  But, the truth is that our post-script 

perspective on the story can often cause us to miss out on the remarkable promise this would 

have been for those in the midst of the turmoil of their days. 

 

Those Messianic prophesies from Micah and Isaiah are written of the promise of this Messiah to 

a people who were entrenched in strife and conflict.  Be it the growing threat of the Assyrian 

Empire in the 8th century BCE, or a couple hundred years later in the Babylonian Exile of the 6th, 

those first hearing the words of this promised Messiah were those who felt their very existence 

and future with God was under threat by the turmoil of this world.  And, for those shepherds in 

the fields who struggled to get by each day, those followers of God who were embattled in the 

socio-religious tensions of the time, this was not the story of a cute little baby lying in a manger.  

No, this was the story of a child, a God-sent miracle of incarnation, that was going to change the 

world – the very realities in which they lived. 

 

You see, I think our perspective gets slanted, sometimes, because we look upon this story as a 

treasured piece of history.  We see the Christmas narrative as a tale that unfolded 2,000 years ago 

that changed the world in remarkable and glorious ways.  But, we look at it as a story that took 

place some 2,000 years ago and we miss out on what it means to say that this is a story that is 

happening right here, right now, in our life, changing our today, our tomorrow, and our always.  

That’s what jumps out to me when I think of these Messianic prophesies and these people who 

were there that day.  This is not a story, for them, that happened some time ago and changed the 

world back in the day – this was a promise and a story that was unfolding before their eyes, 

entering into their despair and their turmoil, and breathing the hope and peace of God into the 

very heart of their strife.  And that, I suggest, is where this poem, and the song that we will soon 

sing, come in with a powerful voice. 
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What I like to think, when considering this poem from Longfellow, is that he had the very same 

experience as those who awaited that birth…as those who longed for the Messiah…as those who 

were there that very night.  What I like to think, when considering this poem from Longfellow, is 

that he looked to the pain that surrounded him, saw the strife that engulfed his country, examined 

the sorrow in his own heart and allowed himself to hear the promises that were echoed by the 

prophets and to embrace the hope that was sung by the angels.  Because, it is in that hope ringing 

through his pain that he proclaimed, ‘God is not dead – he is here.  God is not sleeping – he is 

working in this place right now.  God, in the midst of my sorrow, and God is present through the 

love and grace of his son who was born to set his people free.” 

 

This is a season of incomparable joy and unmatchable blessings, and the wonder and glory that 

enfolds us is, in every way, appropriate for the miracle that is the season.  I think our post-script 

perspective on the season, however, causes us to sometimes miss the promise of God’s continual, 

ever-present, ceaseless work through the ever-present spirit and love of His son in our lives, and 

in our world.  This is not just a story of God coming into this world and changing it some 2,000 

years ago.  This is a story that rings through the bells and carols of Christmas today – that God is 

not dead, that God does not sleep, that God is at work, right now, in our lives and in our world, 

seeking to bring the joy of this birth into the hearts of all who will listen and hear. 

 

So, listen.  Through the blinding shimmer that reflects through the season, and/or the darkness of 

the struggle that can cloud its light – listen.  Listen for those bells ringing through the skies and 

into your heart.  Listen to those carols bringing new life and meaning into your today, your 

tomorrow and your always.  Listen for the promise, not just that God came into the world and 

changed the world some 2,000 years ago, but that God is here, now, in this place, seeking to 

make a change for you.  Listen for the voice of prophets and the song of the angels as it rings 

into the depths of your heart, and find the joy of Henry Wadswoth Longfellow as you proclaim 

anew that God is alive, awake, and at work in you!   

 

 


