
WHY THE 
CHIMES RANG
by Raymond McAlden

AN EXCERPT FROM THE 
CHILDREN'S BOOK OF 
CHRISTMAS STORIES (1906)

There was once in a faraway 

country where few people have 

ever travelled, a wonderful 

church. It stood on a high hill in 

the midst of a great city; and 

every Sunday, as well as on 

sacred days like Christmas, 

thousands of people climbed 

the hill to its great archways, 

looking like lines of ants all 

moving in the same direction. 
When you came to the building 

itself , you found stone columns 

and dark passages, and a grand 

entrance leading to the main 

room of the church. This room 

was so long that one standing at 

the doorway could scarcely see 

to the other end, where the 

choir stood by the marble altar. 
In the farthest corner was the 

organ; and this organ was so 

loud that sometimes when it 

played, the people for miles 

around would close their 
shutters and prepare for a great 

thunderstorm. Altogether, no 

such church as this was ever 
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December 1, 2015

Dear Readers:

I hope you enjoyed last month's around the year newsletter! 
If you missed it, you can find N ovember and all future 
newsletters at aroundtheyear.org/newsletters. 

December is such a special month in the calendar of the 
Christian year. It begins in the First Week of Advent , and 
contains highlights like St. N icholas D ay and the Feast of 
St. Lucy, before coming to an end at Chr istm as.

This month's newsletter begins with the story of a cathedral 
with the most beautiful bells in the world--bells that will only 
ring when the right gift is given (you might see parallels with 
M ark 12:41-44, "The Widow's Offering").The tale, written by 
Raymond M cAlden, comes from a 1906 book entitled The 
Children's Book of Christmas Stories, which is in the public 
domain and can be found at Project Gutenberg 
(http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/5061).

You'll also find in this newsletter some ideas for celebrating St. N icholas D ay with children, which is a 
wonderful opportunity to talk about the virtues that St. N icholas embodied, like love, kindness, and 
generosity. This is especially timely during the holiday season, when everywhere we turn we are encouraged 
to embrace materialism. And, of course, no Feast of St. N icholas would be complete without some tasty 
Speculat ius (German spice cookies, see page 7). 

>>>It's not too late to begin an Advent tradition--you can find some ideas for celebrating this season of 
contemplation and anticipation with children at aroundtheyear.org/advent .

Be sure to "like" our Facebook page (facebook.com /aroundtheyear.org) for additional content and 
updates throughout the month.

Kelli Ann Wilson, Editor

kelli@aroundtheyear.org
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Coming  to around the year in January:

Celebrating the New Year, Epiphany, preparing for Candlemas & more!
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MEDIEVAL CATHEDRALS

HANDMADE ORNAMENTS THAT 
CAN BE PASSED FROM ONE 
GENERATION TO THE NEXT SIMPLY 
INCREASE IN VALUE THROUGH THE 
YEARS.

seen before, especially when it was 
lighted up for some festival, and 
crowded with people, young and 
old. But the strangest thing about 
the whole building was the 
wonderful chime of bells.

At one corner of the church was a 
great gray tower, with ivy growing 
over it as far up as one could see. I 
say as far as one could see, because 
the tower was quite great enough to 
f it the great church, and it rose so 
far into the sky that it was only in 
very fair weather that any one 
claimed to be able to see the top. 

Even then one could not be certain 
that it was in sight. Up, and up, and 
up climbed the stones and the ivy; 
and as the men who built the church 
had been dead for hundreds of 
years, every one had forgotten how 
high the tower was supposed to be. 
Now all the people knew that at the 
top of the tower was a chime of 
Christmas bells. They had hung 
there ever since the church had 
been built, and were the most 
beautiful bells in the world. Some 
thought it was because a great 
musician had cast them and 
arranged them in their place; others 
said it was because of the great 
height, which reached up where the 
air was clearest and purest; 
however that might be, no one who 
had ever heard the chimes denied 
that they were the sweetest in the 
world. Some described them as 
sounding like angels far up in the 
sky; others as sounding like strange 
winds singing through the trees.

But the fact was that no one had 
heard them for years and years. 
There was an old man living not far 
from the church who said that his 
mother had spoken of hearing them 
when she was a litt le girl, and he 
was the only one who was sure of as 
much as that. They were Christmas 
chimes, you see, and were not 

meant to be played by men or on 
common days. It was the custom on 
Christmas Eve for all the people to 
bring to the church their offerings 
to the Christ-Child; and when the 
greatest and best offering was laid 
on the altar there used to come 
sounding through the music of the 
choir the Christmas chimes far up in 
the tower. Some said that the wind 
rang them, and others, that they 
were so high that the angels could 
set them swinging. But for many 
long years they had never been 
heard. It was said that people had 
been growing less careful of their 
gif ts  for the Christ-Child, and

Cathedrals, like the one featured in this story, originated with the conversion 
of the emperor Constantine in 313 AD. The word "cathedral" comes from the 
Greek "cathedra" meaning seat or chair, and they are thus called because of the 
prominence of the bishop's high seat. In the Early M iddle Ages cathedrals  
housed informal religious communities, but by the Late M iddle Ages cathedral 
life had adopted a more hierarchical structure. Prior to the 16th Century, all 
cathedrals in Western Europe were built by the Roman Catholic church. Some 
of these cathedrals eventually became the seats of Protestant bishops after the 
Reformation.
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that no offering was brought great 
enough to deserve the music of the 
chimes. Every Christmas Eve the 
rich people stil l crowded to the 
altar, each one trying to bring some 
better gif t than any other, without 
giving anything that he wanted for 
himself , and the church was 
crowded with those who thought 
that perhaps the wonderful bells 
might be heard again. But although 
the service was splendid, and the 
offerings plenty, only the roar of the 
wind could be heard, far up in the 
stone tower.

Now, a number of miles from the 
city, in a litt le country vil lage, where 
nothing could be seen of the great 
church but glimpses of the tower 
when the weather was f ine, l ived a 
boy named Pedro, and his litt le 
brother. They knew very litt le about 
the Christmas chimes, but they had 
heard of the service in the church 
on Christmas Eve, and had a secret 
plan which they had often talked 
over when by themselves, to go to 
see the beautiful celebration. 
"Nobody can guess, Litt le Brother," 
Pedro would say; "all the f ine things 
there are to see and hear; and I have 

even heard it said that the 
Christ-Child sometimes comes 
down to bless the service. What if  
we could see Him?" The day before 
Christmas was bitterly cold, with a 
few lonely snowflakes f lying in the 
air, and a hard white crust on the 
ground. Sure enough Pedro and 
Litt le Brother were able to slip 
quietly away early in the afternoon; 
and although the walking was hard 
in the frosty air, before nightfall 
they had trudged so far, hand in 
hand, that they saw the lights of the 
big city just ahead of them. Indeed 
they were about to enter one of the 
great gates in the wall that 
surrounded it, when they saw 
something dark on the snow near 
their path, and stepped aside to 
look at it.

It was a poor woman, who had fallen 
just outside the city, too sick and 
tired to get in where she might have 
found shelter. The soft snow made 
of a drif t a sort of pil low for her, and 
she would soon be so sound asleep, 
in the wintry air, that no one could 
ever waken her again. All this Pedro 
saw in a moment and he knelt down 
beside her and tried to rouse her, 
even tugging at her arm a litt le, as 
though he would have tried to carry 
her away. He turned her face toward 
him, so that he could rub some of 
the snow on it, and when he had 
looked at her silently a moment he 
stood up again, and said: "It 's no 
use, Litt le Brother. You will have to 
go on alone." "Alone?" cried Litt le 
Brother. "And you not see the 
Christmas festival?"

"No," said Pedro, and he could not 
keep back a bit of a choking sound 
in his throat. "See this poor woman. 
Her face looks like the Madonna in 
the chapel window, and she will 
f reeze to death if  nobody cares for 

her. Every one has gone to the 
church now, but when you come 
back you can bring some one to 
help her. I will rub her to keep her 
from freezing, and perhaps get her 
to eat the bun that is left in my 
pocket." "But I cannot bear to leave 
you, and go on alone," said Litt le 

Brother. 

"Both of us need not miss the 
service," said Pedro, "and it had 
better be I than you. You can easily 
f ind your way to church; and you 
must see and hear everything twice, 
Litt le Brother--once for you and 
once for me. I am sure the 
Christ-Child must know how I 
should love to come with you and 
worship Him; and oh! if  you get a 
chance, Litt le Brother, to slip up to 
the altar without getting in any 
one's way, take this litt le silver 
piece of mine, and lay it down for 
my offering, when no one is 
looking. Do not forget where you 
have left me, and forgive me for not 
going with you."

In this way he hurried Litt le Brother
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SHARING THE NATIVITY STORY 
WITH CHILDREN IS A WONDERFUL 
GIFT THEY'LL TREASURE FOR YEARS 
TO COME.
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off to the city and winked hard to 
keep back the tears, as he heard the 
crunching footsteps sounding farther 
and farther away in the twilight. It was 
pretty hard to lose the music and 
splendour of the Christmas 
celebration that he had been planning 
for so long, and spend the time 
instead in that lonely place in the 
snow.

The great church was a wonderful 
place that night. Every one said that it 
had never looked so bright and 
beautiful before. When the organ 
played and the thousands of people 
sang, the walls shook with the sound, 
and litt le Pedro, away outside the city 
wall, felt the earth tremble around 
them.

At the close of the service came the 
procession with the offerings to be 
laid on the altar. Rich men and great 
men marched proudly up to lay down 
their gif ts to the Christ-Child. Some 
brought wonderful jewels, some 
baskets of gold so heavy that they 
could scarcely carry them down the 
aisle. A great writer laid down a book 
that he had been making for years and 
years. And last of all walked the king 
of the country, hoping with all the rest 
to win for himself  the chime of the 
Christmas bells. There went a great 
murmur through the church as the 
people saw the king take from his 
head the royal crown, all set with 
precious stones, and lay it gleaming 
on the altar, as his offering to the Holy 
Child. "Surely," every one said, "we 
shall hear the bells now, for nothing 
like this has ever happened before."

But stil l only the cold old wind was 
heard in the tower and the people 
shook their heads; and some of them 
said, as they had before, that they 
never really believed the story of the  
chimes, and doubted if  they ever 

Star of the N ativit y

by Joseph Brodsky

In the cold season, in a locality accustomed to heat more than

to cold, to horizontality more than to a mountain,

a child was born in a cave in order to save the world;

it blew as only in deserts in winter it blows, athwart.

To H im, all things seemed enormous: H is mother?s breast, the steam

out of the ox?s nostrils, Caspar, Balthazar, M elchior? the team

of M agi, their presents heaped by the door, ajar.

He was but a dot, and a dot was the star.

Keenly, without blinking, through pallid, stray

clouds, upon the child in the manger, from far away?

from the depth of the universe, from its opposite end? the star

was looking into the cave. And that was the Father?s stare. 
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Quotes for D ecem ber

Any one thinking of the Holy Child as born in December would 
mean by it exactly what we mean by it; that Christ is not merely a 
summer sun of the prosperous but a winter fire for the unfortunate. 

-  G.K. Chesterton, New Jerusalem

Says a country legend told every year:                                                      
Go to barn on Christmas Eve and see
what the creatures do as that long night tips over.
Down on their knees they will go, the fire
of an old memory whistling through their minds!

- M ary Oliver, "Christmas Poem"



ORIGINS OF NATIVITY SCENES

rang at all. The procession was over, 
and the choir began the closing 
hymn. Suddenly the organist 
stopped playing; and every one 
looked at the old minister, who was 
standing by the altar, holding up his 
hand for silence. Not a sound could 
be heard from any one in the 
church, but as all the people 
strained their ears to listen, there 
came softly, but distinctly, swinging 
through the air, the sound of the 
chimes in the tower. So far away, 
and yet so clear the music 
seemed--so much sweeter were the 
notes than anything that had been 
heard before, rising and fall ing 

away up there in the sky, that the 
people in the church sat for a 
moment as stil l as though 
something held each of them by the 
shoulders. Then they all stood up 
together and stared straight at the 
altar, to see what great gif t had 
awakened the long silent bells.

But all that the nearest of them saw 
was the childish f igure of Litt le 
Brother, who had crept softly down 
the aisle when no one was looking, 
and had laid Pedro's litt le piece of 
silver on the altar.    -  R .M .

St. Francis of Assisi is said to have created the first nativity scene in 1223 AD, 
using live people and animals, having been inspired by a recent pilgrimage to 
the Holy Land. Such scenes became extremely popular, and spread quickly 
throughout Christendom. Eventually, statues replaced living participants and 
these static scenes became elaborate affairs fit for kings. K ing Charles III is said 
to have collected nativity scenes and encouraged others to do the same. 
N ativities can now be found all over the world, and made with a variety of 
materials including terracotta, wood, wax, and porcelain.
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Visit aroundtheyear.org/christmas for 
additional photos, musings, and ideas, 

including a handmade peg doll nativity.



they all traveled to the village and 
distributed the food to the starving 
children. N o matter how much he 
gave away, there always seemed to be 
more in his sack. There are other 
versions of this story, but the 
common theme is that they all 
involve miraculous quantities of food 
provided by St. N icholas. 

You might be surprised by how 
much our modern-day Christmas 
resembles this ancient feast day! And, 
beyond the fun, St. N icholas is a 
wonderful model for how to be a 
good human being; the embodiment 
of love, kindness, and generosity. 

For our little celebration at home we 
have each of the kids fill a bag for 
each other and hang it on the 
doorknob to be opened in the 
morning. Europeans typically use 
shoes but I chose to use felt bags 
because they are cleaner, and can be 
reused year after year. M y children 
typically receive candycanes, a 
chocolate orange, two gold dollar 
coins, plus a few extra little gifts.

SAINT NICHOLAS DAY

The Feast of St. N icholas, or St. 
N icholas Day as it is commonly 
called, takes place each year on 
December 6th. In the United States 
we don?t really celebrate St. N icholas 
Day, but in some European countries 
it is just as big a deal as Christmas is 
here. St. N icholas was a Bishop in 
Lycia (modern-day Turkey) during 
the 4th Century AD. One legend 
regarding his works and character is 
as follows: St. N icholas heard that 
children in a neighboring village 
were impoverished and starving 
because of a famine. So, he 
instructed his own servants to 
harvest everything on his estate and 

Speculat ius (German Spice Cookies)

- 1 c shortening
- 2 c white sugar
- 4 eggs whole
- 3/4 tsp salt
- 2 tsp baking powder
- 4 c flour
- 4 tsp cinnamon
- 2 tsp allspice
- 2 tsp nutmeg
- 2 tsp ginger
- 2 tsp cloves

M ix ingredients in order given. 
Knead in about one cup additional 
flour until dough is no longer sticky. 
Refrigerate until chilled and stiff.  
Roll out and cut cookies into desired 
shapes. Bake at 30 degrees until 
golden brown.

For larger, decorated St. N icholas 
cookies, roll the dough to about 1/4 inch 
thickness. Cut cookie around a paper 
pattern and place on a greased baking 
sheet. When fully cooled, use white icing 
to add embellishments.
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DECEM BER 2015
D ecem ber 6th: Feast of St. 
N icholas, patron of children

D ecem ber 6th: SECON D  
SUN DAY OF AD VEN T

D ecem ber 13th: Feast of St. Lucy, 
patroness of the blind

D ecem ber 13th: T H I RD  
SUN DAY OF AD VEN T

D ecem ber 20th: FOURT H  
SUN DAY OF AD VEN T

D ecem ber 22nd Winter Solstice

D ecem ber 24th: Christmas Eve

D ecem ber 25th: FEAST  OF 
T H E N AT I VIT Y OF JESUS 
(CH R IST M AS)

D ecem ber 26th: Feast of St. 
Stephen, patron of stonemasons

D ecem ber 27th: Feast of the Holy 
Family

H ave a joyous holiday season!

___________________________________
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The Baker's D ozen: A Saint 
Nicholas Tale, written by Aaron 
Shephard, illustrated by Wendy 
Edelson

From the publisher: Van Amsterdam 
the baker was well known for his 
honesty as well as for his f ine Saint 
Nicholas cookies. He always gave his 
customers exactly what they paid for 
-- not more and not less. So, he was 

not about to give in when a mysterious old woman comes to him 
on Saint Nicholas Day and insists that a dozen is thirteen! The 
woman's curse puts an end to the baker's business, and he believes 
it would take Saint Nicholas to help him. But if  he receives that 
help, will it be exactly what he imagined?

DECEMBER 2015

Recommended Reading 
CHILDREN'S BOOKS FOR THE MONTH OF DECEMBER

Lucia Morning in Sweden, written 
by Ewa Rydaker, illustrated by Carina 
Stahlberg

From the publisher: In the busy house of 
the Svennson family, everyone is 
getting ready for the Swedish holiday of 
Lucia Day, December 13. The book tells 
the story of Santa Lucia through the 
eyes of three children in modern-day 
Sweden. It describes their giddy 
activit ies, brought to life in colorful, full-page il lustrations, and 
also provides sheet music, recipes, and sewing patterns for the 
costumes traditionally worn by children on this day, when many 
Swedish people celebrate the legacy of Lucia and the coming of 
the light with coffee, saffron buns, ginger snaps, and wonderful 
singing. 

Stay in touch!

Visit AroundTheYear.org for more photos, 
crafts, recipes, and ideas for celebrating the 
natural seasons and the Christian year. 

Follow around the year on Facebook for 
updates. Be sure to share the website and 
the Facebook page with your friends!

facebook.com/aroundtheyear.org

twitter.com/aroundtheyear

instagram.com/aroundtheyear

I'm currently looking for individuals who 
might be interested in contributing to 
around the year (both the website and the 
newsletters). If  you enjoy what I've created 
and would like to become involved, please 
contact me! kelli@aroundtheyear.org

All text and images 
copyright 2015                
Kelli Ann Wilson and 
AroundTheYear.org,   
unless otherwise noted.
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