Prayer Around the Crib:  Christmas Eve
This liturgy is intended for families with young children who gather at home and link into Prayer Around the Crib in the local church. 
What is needed for this prayer:
1. A crib scene is required. This could be the crib in the church (if it’s possible for the camara to focus on it). Or it could be a family or children taking the parts of Mary, Joseph and the Shepherds.  Or it could be a very simple adhoc crib scene placed where the camara can pick it up, for example, in front of the altar. 
Two storytellers are needed who will tell the Christmas story, as told in the text which follows. The best approach would be to find people who would be comfortable telling the story, without needing to read it. However, there is quite a lot of text and it may be difficult to find people who can commit it to memory.  In that case, we suggest that the text be read as a story in an animated and imaginative way. Those who are familiar with Godly Play will know how slowly the text is read in that approach. What we are trying to do is help people to imagine the scene. 

Perhaps the text could be copied to a large folder which is decorated to look like a book. On the front cover the words ‘The Story of Christmas’ (or something similar) could be written.  The storytellers read from this book which is placed on a simple lectern with a microphone near the crib. 
In the text, the crib figures (Mary, Joseph, Jesus and the Shepherds) are introduced with words like: ‘This is the mother, Mary’, ‘This is the father, Joseph’ etc.’  The suggestion is that the storyteller moves to stand beside the crib figure at this point. An alternative approach is to highlight the crib-figure using a spot- light of some sort as the storyteller is introducing the figure.  In the absence of a spotlight it would be more effective if the storyteller is able to stand beside the crib figure and speak this part of the text from memory. This may be possible as these lines are not long.  

2. For the part of the baby Jesus, the suggestion here is that a child dressed in white comes forward, holding the baby Jesus. Both child and baby Jesus are facing the camara. The baby is then placed in the crib. (Perhaps an altar server might do this part as they will be able to dress in white without fuss).

3. The text suggests the singing of carols at points during the liturgy.  (Presently, up to six singers can participate in a liturgy if they are socially distanced).  Suggestions are given here but the group may replace these so long as they link to the text. 
An accompanist for the carol singing is also required. 
Setting:  
This liturgy takes place near the crib in the church. The Presider leads the prayer from there.  People are invited to gather around the crib at home. 

Opening Song:
A suitable Christmas Carol (perhaps one that is known to the children from the Grow in Love Programme) is sung. 

Leader: Words of Welcome & Introduction 

Warmly welcome everyone who is watching at home. Include those who are at home for Christmas and remember those we miss who are unable to be with us.  

Then invite people to gather around the crib in these or similar words: 

If you have a crib at home, I invite you to gather around the crib as we are doing here in the church. Beside the crib we are at the heart of the Christmas story, a story of wonder and invitation.  

May I invite you to do something a little different as we begin this time of prayer together? I invite you to take out some of the crib figures so that we can think a little about them. Take out Mary, Joseph, the baby Jesus, and the shepherds. See if you can each hold one of these figures in your hand or if you can place them on the table beside the crib. We will leave the animals in for now.  Have you taken out the figures? Right? Have you shared them out? Great. We are ready to begin. 
Storyteller 1 (Both storytellers are seated on chairs at the side of the crib from the beginning) 

This night is like no other night. It is a time to dream and sing our way to Bethlehem.                     Let’s imagine what that first Christmas night was like: 

(If there is a family taking up the parts of Mary and Joseph say:
  The --- (name) family will help us.  The camera focuses briefly on a couple dressed as Mary and Joseph who come up the aisle as if walking to Bethlehem).  

The little town we are looking for sits in the hill country some ten miles south of Jerusalem. For thousands of years the houses have gathered there on the hilltop like a family baking bread. The name ‘Bethlehem’ means “House of Bread.”

In the centre of the village is a small inn. On this night it is overflowing with people looking for a place to sleep and somewhere to eat. Behind the inn is a dark stable. A grey donkey chews his barley and broken straw while a weary cow leans and rests after a long day. A sheep nearby is nearly asleep. 

As the night draws in and darkness falls, all becomes quiet and still in the little town.                       Let us be very quiet for a moment and listen to how quiet it is in the little town of Bethlehem!  (Silence followed by the carol). 
Carol:
 O Little Town of Bethlehem

Storyteller 2

As the darkness deepens, the last two travellers come slowly up the road. Imagine!  There is a woman about to be a mother. She is walking with her husband. They have walked for six days to come to this city where King David was born, so long ago. They have come, like so many others, because the Roman Emperor, wants the count everyone, so that he can take their money as a tax. 

By now it is very late, and they are both very tired. Where will they sleep? (Pause while a banging noise is made in the background as if knocking on doors).  There is no room in the Inn. They decide to move in with the animals. 

Storyteller 1 stands beside the figure of Mary (or a spot light shines on Mary in the Church crib) as the following is said by Storyteller 1:  

This is the mother, Mary
. She was a very ordinary woman, from a very ordinary town and a very ordinary family. Not an obvious choice to be the mother of Jesus. Yet God chose Mary to give birth to a baby who would change the world for everyone. 

Leader:

Invite those at home to look at the Mary figure. 

What kind of person was Mary? 

Invite those at home to place the Mary figure in the crib.

Who does this figure remind you of?

Let us take a moment to think about that.   

Carol 


Silent Night – first verse – or other suitable verse
Storyteller 2 comes forward and stands beside the Joseph figure (or a spot light shines on the Joseph figure) as Storyteller 2 says: 
This is the father, Joseph, who supported Mary on the long journey to Bethlehem where the child Jesus was born.  Joseph was not a rich or famous man. He came from a little-known village called Nazareth. Joseph was a carpenter, and a very honourable man. He obeyed the angel who, in a dream, told him to take Mary as his wife. 

Leader:

Invite those at home to look at the Joseph figure. 

What kind of person was Joseph?

Now place the Joseph figure in the crib.

Who does this figure remind you of?                                                                       Let us be quiet for a moment to think about this.  

Storyteller 1
: 
Stars brighten slowly in the sky. All creation holds its breath.                     Suddenly from the stable, comes the cry of a new-born child!


Mary gently wraps the baby in a blanket and lays him in the manger which Joseph had filled with straw. 

Person/child dressed in white comes forward carrying the figure of the baby Jesus – facing camara.

Storyteller 2:

This is Jesus, the Son of God, born for us in Bethlehem.  

God comes to us as a little baby to let us know 

how close God is to every person. 
 

Jesus opens his arms to welcome us, 

to reach out to us, to embrace us.  

(The figure of the baby Jesus is placed in the crib). 

Leader: 

Invite those at home to place the figure of the baby Jesus 

in the crib at home.

Invite them to take a moment to look at the figure and to notice how the child is reaching out to us with open arms.   

Carol:


Away in a manger, no crib for a bed, 




The little Lord Jesus, lay down his sweet head.




The stars in the bright sky looked down where he lay, 




The little Lord Jesus asleep on the hay. 

Storyteller 1 comes forward. If this can be said rather than read it will be more effective.
Storyteller 1: 
If you had good news to share
to whom would you tell it to first?
Who would you invite to the celebration?                                                        Family? Neighbours? Friends?

Well, God invited the least likely people                                                                        to be the first to hear about the birth of Jesus. 

God chose to tell this news first to a group of shepherds.  

They were people who were looked down on, 

because they were used to living rough, 

out in the fields, day and night. 
Storyteller 1:
 
(Point to the shepherds in the crib or a spotlight shines on them )
These are the shepherds,
to whom God first told the amazing story that Jesus, 
the long-awaited Messiah,                                                                                                had come into our world.  
Leader: 
Invite those at home to place the shepherd figures in the crib                      around the manger.  Now let us just look at them as we listen to the story of how they heard the news of Jesus’ birth. 

Storyteller 2:

In the hills outside Bethlehem, 

shepherds watch their shadowy sheep. 

All at once, the dark is lost in light, 

and in the midst of the light something even brighter: 

the faces of angels. 

The shepherds were very afraid. 

Then they hear music in the sky and a voice says clearly, 

“Do not be afraid: I am here to give you good news, 

great joy for all the people. 

Today, in the City of David a Saviour is born! He is Christ the Lord.”

Then more angels appear, a whole heavenly host of them, 

praising God and singing: 

“Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, 

good will to all people, everywhere.”

Leader:  
Encourage those at home to hear those words of the angel again – they are spoken to each of us this holy night. 

 ‘Don’t be afraid: I am here to give you good news, great joy for all the people. Today,  a Saviour is born. He is Christ, the Lord.”
Storyteller 1: 
The angels’ words gave the shepherds courage, so they said: 

‘Let’s “go as far as Bethlehem and see.” 

So, they came, and found Mary and Joseph, 

and the baby lying in the manger.  

They told Mary & Joseph what the angels had said 

and they gave praise and thanks to God 

for the birth of this child, Jesus. 

Leader:
Notice how the shepherds look at Jesus. Some are kneeling,               some are standing but all of them are looking at Jesus.

Like the shepherds we too are around the manger. 

We too have come to see. 

We too are full of joy for the gift of this child. 

We thank God for this holy night. 
We ask to be led like the shepherds into the mystery of Christmas. 

Let us praise God with the shepherds as we sing. 

Carol: 


The First Noel or While Shepherds Watched Their Sheep by Night
Leader:
Gathered together this evening,  

I invite all of you to join me in blessing the crib, 

I will use the holy water here in the church, 

which reminds us of God’s presence and God’s blessing of us. 

If you have holy water at home,  
I invite you to bless the family crib also.   

As I bless this crib, I pray that it will be a place 

where people will come to know God’s love for them                   through this child in the manger.                                                                         May they know that God comes to welcome and embrace us. 

(Blessing of the crib now takes place.)  

After the blessing, the Leader returns to the microphone and prays: 




Good and gracious God, 




On this holy night, your Son came among us,  




wrapped in swaddling clothes, lying in a manger. 




On this night, draw us into the mystery of your love. 




Join our voices with the angels




that we may sing your praise. 




May we like the shepherds




be led to find the One who brings peace 




whose birth gives joy to the whole world. 

Speaking to the camera: 

I pray a blessing on all of you watching at home 

and on your families, near and far. 

May you know the peace that the angels                                         announced to the shepherds and may the joy of God’s coming among us in Jesus, fill your hearts

+ In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen


All of us here in the parish wish all of you a very happy Christmas. 

Carol:             

O Come All Ye Faithful  

Appendix 1
Alternative Gospel Texts for the telling of the Christmas story.
Leader: 
We are going to listen now to the story of the journey of Mary and Joseph to Bethlehem. We will hear how Jesus came to be born. 

Reader:
A Reading from the Holy Gospel according to Luke

At that time, the emperor issued a decree for a census of the whole empire to be taken…Everyone had to be registered in his own town. So, everyone set out for his own city. Joseph, too, set out from Nazareth of Galilee. As he belonged to the family of David, being a descendant of his, he went to Judea, to David’s town of Bethlehem, to be registered with Mary, his wife, who was with child. They were in Bethlehem when the time came for her to have her child; and she gave birth to a son, her firstborn. She wrapped him in torn rags, and laid him in a manger, because there was no place for them in the inn. 

Reader:
A continuation of the Gospel story as told by Luke

There were shepherds camping in the countryside, taking turns to watch over their flocks by night. Suddenly, an angel of the Lord appeared to them, with the glory of the Lord shining around them. As they were terrified, the angel said to them,  “Don’t be afraid; I am here to give you good news, great joy for all the people. Today, a Saviour has been born to you in David’s town; he is the Messiah and the Lord. Let this be a sign to you: you will find a baby wrapped in torn rags and lying in a manger.” Suddenly, the angel was surrounded by many more heavenly spirits, praising God and saying, “Glory to God in the highest, and Peace, on earth, to those whom God loves.”
� If using the crib figures as the focus omit this sentence. 


� The idea of introducing the crib figures from Godly Play. This is the phrase they use each time they introduce a figure …’This is the mother, Mary’, ‘This is the father, Joseph’ etc. 


� If preferred, the Gospel text by Luke may be inserted here with a short introduction. See Appendix for this text. 


� I have taken the idea expressed here about the portrayal of Jesus in the crib from Pope Francis’ Apostolic Letter, Admirable Signum, On the Meaning and Importance of the Nativity Scene. 


� What follows is a continuation of the story as told in the Godly Play account


� If preferred, the Gospel account can be substituted here – see Appendix for the Gospel text


� This text is taken from the Christian Community Bible. 
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