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Christmas in Five Carols 
Part 2: I Heard the Bells on Christmas Day 

Rev. Eric Eugene Elnes, Ph.D. 
 

Scripture: Isaiah 9:2-6 
 
I. Not So Put Together 
 
One of my favorite lines from one of my favorite bands is this: 
“No one gets to heaven without a fight.”1 
 
Over the years, many people have walked into my office feeling like they’re the lone misfit in a 
room full of polished lives. More than once someone has said, “When I look around at church, 
everyone else seems so put together. They don’t struggle like I do. What’s wrong with me?” 
 
Each time, I wish they could borrow my eyes for a moment—eyes shaped by years of listening 
to stories tucked safely behind Sunday smiles. When I look out on a congregation, I don’t just 
see the well-dressed and the charismatic. I see the battles each person carries in silence. I see 
the heartbreak that was never fully spoken, the disappointments that still sting, the betrayals 
that left a bruise. I see grown adults who still feel like uncertain children, children who feel the 
weight of imperfect parents, and parents who never feel like enough. 
 
If we’re honest, most of us are still trying to find our footing in a life that never quite fits the 
way we imagined. Which is why today’s carol speaks so deeply. 
 
Our focus is “I Heard the Bells on Christmas Day,” which began as a poem by one of the 19th 
century’s most esteemed poets, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow. 
 
II. A Life That Looked Easy — Until It Wasn’t 
 
On the surface, Longfellow seemed to float through a charmed world. Born in 1807 in Portland, 
Maine, to parents of influence and distinction, he enjoyed every advantage of a privileged New 
England upbringing. Private schools. Early entrance to Bowdoin College, founded in part by his 
grandfather. A fully funded, three-year grand tour of Europe so he could master French, 
Spanish, and Italian before starting as a Professor of Modern Languages at Bowdoin. 
 
He later accepted a position at Harvard, with one condition: he had to take yet another grand 
tour in Europe—this time learning German, Dutch, Danish, Swedish, Finnish, and Icelandic. 
Most of us can barely manage our smartphone settings in English. 
 
And then there was the lifestyle. 
 
At Harvard, Longfellow slipped easily into the world of the genteel literary elite. He lived in a 
historic Cambridge home where George Washington had once slept. On sunny afternoons, he 
was known to sit on the back porch with friends and family, indulging in oysters and champagne. 
 

 
1 Rush, “Armor and Sword,” from the Snakes and Arrows album. (Yes, I’m a certified nerd!) 
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Oh, the crosses Longfellow bore… 
 
On the surface, his life looked enviable. And in many respects, it was. But as every human life 
eventually reveals: no one gets to heaven without a fight. 
 
Longfellow was no exception. 
 
His first wife, Mary Storer Potter, died during that second European tour—four years into their 
marriage—after complications from a miscarriage. 
 
Years later, Longfellow fell passionately in love with Frances “Fanny” Appleton. But she refused 
his proposals for seven years. The pain of rejection left him so lovesick and emotionally 
unmoored that he suffered bouts of neurotic depression and required a six-month leave from 
Harvard to face his inner shadows. 
 
Fanny finally consented, and they built a bustling home with six children. Yet tragedy returned. 
 
On July 9, 1861, while sealing her daughters’ curls with hot wax, Fanny’s dress caught fire. 
Henry tried desperately to smother the flames, but the burns were too severe. Fanny died the 
next day. Henry was so badly burned that he couldn’t attend her funeral. He grew a beard 
afterward—partly in grief, partly to hide the scars. 
 
The pain nearly silenced his poetry. But in 1863, amid a nation at war and a family in turmoil, 
Longfellow found words again. 
 
III. Bells and Cannons 
 
On December 1, 1863, Longfellow received word that his eldest son, Charles—who had joined 
the Union Army without permission—had been gravely wounded in battle and risked paralysis. 
 
On Christmas Day that same month, Longfellow sat beside his son in the hospital with the 
weight of loss, war, and fear pressing down on him. A father of six. A widower twice over. A 
nation tearing itself apart. A son who might never walk again. 
 
Where was God in a world like this? 
 
And then—according to the poem—he heard the church bells. 
 
Their sound rose “more loud and deep” than the cannons of the Civil War. 
More insistent than despair. 
More ancient than grief. 
 
The bells did not erase the cannons. 
They answered them. 
 
And that answer opened something in him—an epiphany that mingled heaven and earth the way 
Psalm 139 imagines when it proclaims: “Even the darkness is not dark to you, O God, but is light as 
day.” 
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Here is Longfellow’s full poem, which includes a couple verses not in our carol: 
 

“Christmas Bells” by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow 
 

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!2 
 

And thought how, as the day had come, 
The belfries of all Christendom 

Had rolled along 
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." 

 
2 “men” means “all” in the antiquated language of Longfellow. 
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When the bells meet the cannons, hope doesn’t pretend the darkness isn’t there. 
Hope simply refuses to surrender the last word. 
 
IV. The Fight for Hope 
 
Recently a friend posted a story that mirrors this same truth. 
 
Cassie’s father, a pastor, had been caught in addiction. During the investigation, the church 
asked her father and mother not to attend Christmas Eve worship. So Cassie went alone, 
sitting in her usual spot up front. As the first carols began, tears poured down her face. She felt 
like an intruder at a celebration she had no right to join. 
 
“I’m ruining your party,” she whispered to Jesus. 
 
And she sensed Christ reply: “Cassie, I came to that manger not for those in celebration, but 
for those in mourning. I came for you—in this moment—right here.” 

 
“For the first time in my relatively easy life,” she writes, “I was tasting heartache (and oh if 
only I knew how much more would come). And it was there that Jesus showed me the 
heart of Christmas. Jesus stepped down to pursue the broken and the hurting and the lost. 

 
Cassie concludes: “If this year broke you down. Isolated you. Left you grieving or fearful or 
hurt. I want you to know that you don't have to muster up cheer. You don't have to feel 
like a downer in the midst of celebration. You can sit at the feet of a savior who came for 
you where you're at right now. That's how Immanuel works. It's God with us in the dirt 
giving us hope in the face of despair. ‘Those who walk in darkness have seen a great light, 
on those living in spaces of deepest darkness a light has dawned.’ - Isaiah 9:2 
 
What Longfellow discovered in the bells, and what Cassie discovered in her grief, is what the 
Incarnation has proclaimed for two thousand years: that God does not stand apart from human 
sorrow but steps directly into it. Christmas is not God’s escape from our world’s pain — it is 
the most dramatic sign of God’s entrance into it. 
 
This is the melody that runs beneath all our stories — Isaiah’s, Longfellow’s, Cassie’s, and our 
own: a quiet bell of hope that refuses to yield to the cannons of despair. 
 
Christ does not come to the world we wish we had. 
Christ comes to the world we actually inhabit. 
 
Not to the polished. 
Not to the triumphant. 
Not to the ones who feel “put together.” 
But to the misfits. 
The heartbroken. 
The weary. 
The anxious. 
The ones fighting battles no one else can see. 
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V. God With Us—Even Here 
 
If this year has left you overwhelmed… 
If you feel like you belong on the Island of Misfit Toys… 
If the cannons of your life have been louder than the carols… 
 
Then hear this: 
 
You are not alone. 
We are all there on that Island of Misfit Toys, each in our own way. 
And because we are there, God chooses to dwell there too. 
 
Christmas doesn’t silence every sorrow. 
It doesn’t fix every wound. 
It doesn’t remove the fight. 
 
But like church bells rising above cannon fire, Christmas puts the fight in context. 
 
A context where: 
darkness is not the end, 
despair is not the authority, 
and the final word belongs to peace. 
(Peace we marked by lighting the Candle of Peace on our Advent Wreath.) 
 
The message of Advent is: No one gets to heaven without a fight. 
And the message of Christmas is: No one fights alone. 
Amen. 
 
 


