
St Stephen’s Day falls on the day after Christmas Day but is usually unnoticed
coming as it does when Christmas celebrations are still well underway.

Coming as it does immediately following the day which celebrates the joy of
the birth of Jesus, what it commemorates is rather shocking – the stoning to
death of the first Christian martyr. It is, however, a reminder that following
Christ who was crucified, is costly and for some or rather many, it has brought a
share in his suffering and death. Stephen is the first to give up his life for Christ
in that way. He was one of seven deacons chosen by the apostles in Jerusalem
to take on works of service for those in need so that the apostles themselves
could focus on proclaiming the gospel. However, this didn’t stop him from also
preaching and debating in the name of the risen Lord, and this is what got him
into trouble with those who opposed the new Christian movement.

But let us try and keep to the joys of Christmas with Stephen also in mind.
Where have you heard a reference to the feast of Stephen in a Christmas carol?
From Good king Wenceslas, of course, with which we will conclude today’s
service. It doesn’t mention the birth of Jesus, but it does have an appropriate
Christian message. It was written by an Anglican clergyman in the 19th century
called John Mason Neale, and he found the tune from a rare Latin carol book
that had been presented to him. Neale, as well as being a prolific hymnwriter
was also a skilled translator of Latin and Greek hymns. But Good king
Wenceslas was entirely his own composition.

Wenceslas is a historical figure and also one of the many Christian martyrs. In
the 10th century he was king of Bohemia, what is now part of Chechia or the
Czech Republic. The main square in the capital, Prague, is Wenceslas Square.
His name in Czech is Vatslav and he is the patron saint of the Czech Republic.
He promoted Christianity in his kingdom against much opposition but was
eventually murdered by his pagan brother in the year 929, aged no more than
22 or 23.

The story of him in the carol is legendary as with so many stories of the saints
but it may well reflect the character of the man.

26th December is better known in Britain and some other Commonwealth
nations as Boxing Day, and there is a connection here with both Stephen and
Wenceslas. On this day a few hundred years ago, employers would give money
to their servants, and masters to their apprentices, and customers to the
delivery boys and tradesmen, which they would put into a ‘Christmas box’. The
parallel to Wenceslas carrying gifts to the poor man is clear enough, which is
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why Neale placed it on the Feast of Stephen, a deacon who distributed money
to poor widows and no doubt to other needy folk too.

John Mason Neale campaigned against those in his time who had seized land
which was meant for the church, the income from it going to feed the poor. His
point was that many people are comfortably off precisely because they receive
money which should in justice be going to the more needy. Giving to charity,
he held, isn’t something to make us feel generous but is rather a duty and a
recompense, because we are receiving more than our fair share of the world’s
cake.

As he concludes in his carol: ‘Therefore, Christians all, be sure, wealth or rank
possessing, you who now will bless the poor shall yourselves find blessing.’

So the celebration of the coming of Christ, sacrifice and self-giving in the name
of Christ who taught us to see him in the poor and needy, all come together on
St Stephen’s Day.
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