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smaller christmas
— Fr. Sean Mullen —

Everything seems smaller: the tree, the presents, the anxious 
waiting for Christmas morning. In our current age I’d suggest 
that Christmas has become even smaller as it is secularized, and 
its celebration of the Incarnation of God is overtaken by the glo-
rification of the nuclear family (which the Holy Family was not), 
the incessant commercialism, and lately the hagiographic depic-
tion of military servicemen and women or beer-barrel-pulling 
Clydesdales. It is a small Christmas, indeed, that co-opts images 
and stories of the demanding, costly, 
and tragic deployment of our soldiers to 
the war torn deserts of the Middle East 
in order to sell air fresheners. This is a 
very small Christmas.

But before my objection grows too 
strong, I am forced to consider what the 
mystery of the Incarnation is. At its 
center, the mystery is all about getting 
smaller: the immeasurable immensity 
of God shrinks down to human size and 
scale. Perhaps this is the origin of the 
aphorism that good things come in 
small packages! The meaning of the In-
carnation is mysterious for several rea-
sons — because we don’t know why 
God decides to act this way, and we are also not entirely sure what 
he hopes to accomplish, or how. We say that God sent his Son to 
save us, but subscribing to that idea depends a lot on the idea that 
one agrees one needs to be saved — an idea that has less currency 
in many quarters these days than it used to. Certainly not every-
one who celebrates Christmas does so because they are grateful to 
God for their salvation, whether I think they should be or not.

Maybe it is enough, then, to say that God decides to be born of a 
human mother, to take on human flesh, to incarnate his own Son 

precisely in order to get smaller; because sometimes the world 
needs a smaller God, one that you can cradle in your arms, and 
wrap up in swaddling clothes so that he can work his way into 
your heart. Maybe a smaller God can accomplish things that an 
enormous God cannot. And maybe it’s by no virtue of the inher-
ent nature of God, but rather because of our ability to cope better 
with a smaller God, who we will let into places that we might oth-
erwise protect, for whom we will open doors that we might other-

wise keep locked, to whom we will coo 
and cuddle and try to communicate 
with when we might otherwise keep si-
lent.

So if Christmas seems to me to be get-
ting smaller, maybe this is not such a 
bad thing. Maybe this is God continu-
ing to do what he began to do on the 
first Christmas — getting smaller and 
smaller. Maybe good things really do 
come in small packages, and maybe as 
Christmas becomes smaller we can learn 
to expect more from it. For in God’s 
ironic way, the smaller he becomes the 
more potent his promises seem. 

God didn’t send his Son into the world to save only those who 
think they need to be saved — he sent Jesus to save us all, no mat-
ter what (even when we don’t know what we are being saved from 
or for).

Yes, Christmas is smaller these days than it used to be — at least 
what I call Christmas: the celebration of the mystery of the Incar-
nation of God. But if I am right that the whole point of Christ-
mas is for God to become smaller, then this is good news since it 
means God has big things in store for us, the smaller he gets!
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WHEN YOU GROW UP, CHRISTMAS SEEMS SMALLER THAN IT WAS WHEN YOU WERE A CHILD.
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Saint Mark’s Boys 
and Girls Choir
INCLUDES PIANO LESSONS FOR CHORISTERS!

— Darryl Roland

Our choristers in the Boys and Girls Choir receive a multifaceted music edu-
cation that includes performing quality repertoire, sight singing, ear training, 
music theory and vocal exercises for tone and intonation. In addition, boys 
and girls have the option to take private piano lesson to increase their overall 
musicianship as choristers and their appreciation of music in general.

So much exciting research exists and continues to be explored regarding the 
effects of piano study, as well as music education in general, and its impact on 
the child’s brain and non-musical cognition. For example, we know that stu-
dents of music are required to focus attention for long periods of time, decode 
a complex symbolic system (musical notation), translate the code into precise 
motor patterns, recognize patterns of sound across time, discriminate differ-
ences in pitch, learn rules of pattern formation, track and reproduce rhythms 
and understand ratios and fractions – to name a few benefits! 

Brain scanning technologies 
also have permitted neurosci-
entists to observe the activity 
of living brains, and the results 
are clear: brain activity and 
brain volume are increased in 
children who study music. If 
you examine the brain of a 
keyboard player, you’ll find 
that the region of the brain 
that controls finger move-
ments is enlarged. Moreover, 
brain scans of 9- to 11-year 
old children have revealed that 
those kids who play musical 
instruments have significantly 
more grey matter volume in 
both the sensorimotor cortex 

and the occipital lobes. In fact, musicians have significantly more grey matter 
in several brain regions, and the effects of music lessons seem to increase with 
the intensity of training.

While this research and the cognitive benefits of singing and studying piano 
are exciting, we shouldn’t overlook the obvious: singing and playing the piano 
are intrinsically rewarding! When children and youth sing in our Boys and 
Girls Choir and when they study piano, they are laying the groundwork for a 
lifetime’s appreciation of music and all the satisfaction that brings!

Take this opportunity as we approach the new year, to invite families and 
friends who have children ages 7 – 17 to learn more about the Boys and Girls 
Choir. We accept new students throughout the year!

SAINT MARK’S 20S/30S

Upcoming 6:30pm Simple SUpperS

FebrUary 11
march 18

Our next 20s/30s Simple Supper will be at 6:30pm 
on Wednesday, January 21. This month we’ll be in 
University City at the home of Kara and Jeff Co-
chran. Please come! All 20s/30s are welcome.

  If you haven’t been to a Simple Supper recently, 
here’s what you’ve been missing: Homemade ap-
ple cider sangria; Calzone that melts in your 
mouth; A simple, lovely Mass (usually with home-
made bread for the offering); Matt Fischetti’s sto-
ries about his fabulous students at Temple; Garth 
Terrelonge’s efforts to do the ablutions in a tiny 
kitchen; Lots (and lots) of laughter!

dates to remember
Jan 4 Choral Evensong  

& Benediction, 3 pm

Jan 6 Solemn High Mass  
of the Epiphany, 7pm
Followed by a pot luck supper

Jan 11 Information Session, 1pm
About Confirmation and  
Reception into the church

Jan 16 Family Movie Night, 6pm

Jan 21 Simple Supper, 6:30pm

Feb 1 Evensong and Benediction, 3pm
for the Eve of Candlemas

Feb 11 Simple Supper, 6:30pm

Feb 15 Anual Parish Meeting, 9:45 am

Feb 17 Shrove Tuesday  
Pancake Supper, 6pm

Feb 18 Ash Wednesday, 7pm
Choral High Mass
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Being Ordinary
THE SOFTER SIDE OF STEWARDSHIP

— Daniel Austin Green

Thanks again to everyone who pledged. If you haven’t yet, you still 
can! Seriously. You are spared the pitch this month. But that 
doesn’t mean that the Stewardship Committee is going to stop 
working, trying to continue the conversation of what stewardship 
really, truly means (as individuals as well as for the life of the par-
ish). Hence, “the softer side of stewardship,” where we begin to 
reflect more on what stewardship means beyond the context of a 
pledge campaign.

This is a special time of the year. Advent was the first season of the 
liturgical year and the time when we wait and watch for the com-
ing Christ. Christmastide, when we celebrate his coming, now 
draws to an end. We’ll celebrate Epiphany and move into “ordi-
nary” time in the liturgical calendar. The name means that these 
weeks are ordinal (i.e. counted in a series, as opposed to “cardinal” 
where days and weeks are uniquely identified), but we do have a 
tendency to think of this time in the more colloquial sense of the 

word: plain. If they could speak, the ordinary vestments and altar 
frontals might well lament their plight with the rueful poetry of 
Kermit the Frog: “It’s not that easy being green…. It seems you 
blend in with so many other ordinary things.”

Of course, these weeks are anything but plain. This is the time in 
which we focus on the life and ministry of Christ, and by the time 
we enter Lent on Ash Wednesday we’ll have yet again been re-
minded just how unique Christ’s life was. The example he left us 
was anything but ordinary.

The stewardship campaign at Saint Mark’s occurs just before 
Thanksgiving, with Advent and Christmas trailing close behind, 
so it is natural for us to reflect at that time on the blessings we all 
have, and how stewardship relates to that abundance. How, then, 
can we be faithful stewards during ordinary time? Quite simply, 
we must study and follow Christ’s own example, and continue to 
take His ministry out into the world.

Making your pledge is part of stewardship, but there is so much 
more. In our own small ways, I believe we at Saint Mark’s do con-
tinue the work and life of Christ in the world, in our own city and 
beyond. We surely do so imperfectly, and we must reflect on our 
failures and strive to do better. The many ministries of Saint Mark’s 
are ongoing acts of stewardship, both individually—in whatever 
ways you contribute your time and talents, and also collectively—
together as a parish community. We aren’t merely supporting the 
work of God, we have a responsibility to help do it. It’s easy and 
dangerous to take too much pride in that, but to not recognize that 
modeling Christ to the world is our sacred calling risks taking this 
charge far too lightly.

So this year, don’t let the liturgy, the lectionary, or our lives become 
too “ordinary.” Instead, look at Christ’s example, the ways we con-
tinue it today… and the ways we don’t. Together, we can become 
better stewards as we make ordinary time a little less plain.

Family Movie Night (and a hint about pancakes)
On Friday evening, January 16 starting 6pm, join the families of Saint 
Mark’s for a new kind of family fun: a movie night right here at the 
church! 

Wear your jammies, bring your favorite pillow or comfy chair, and we’ll 
provide the popcorn. This will be a great, easy way to get to know some of 
our children and families even better, and it’s a perfect opportunity to 
invite a friend or neighbor to join you at church. All families are wel-
come! (And I promise – no movies with lovely but somewhat overly 
stick-in-your-head kinds of songs….)

And don’t forget what’s coming up on Tuesday, February 17. It isn’t too 
early to mark your calendars for the fabulous family event on Shrove 
Tuesday. Come at 6pm for pancakes, sausage (even veggie!) and plenty of 
butter and syrup. We’ll have fun activities for kids of all ages – followed, 
of course, by the classic pancake races in the cloister. There will even be a 
special prize this year for the victors (both kids and adults). 
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FEELING WELCOME
— Ellen Doster

I can hardly believe it’s been four 
months since I moved to Philadel-
phia and began working here at 
Saint Mark’s. At first, everything 
was overwhelming; sometimes I 
felt that I wasn’t up to the task I’d 
taken on. But from my very first 
day here I’ve had nothing but sup-
port and encouragement from the 
people I’ve come to work and wor-
ship with. All of you at Saint Mark’s have done more than you know to make me feel 
welcome. From Target trips to coffee hour, from support meetings to simple friendly 
greetings, I know how lucky I am to be a part of such a warm and vibrant parish with 
such a sincere dedication to our various ministries. During my four years at college, 
my school was so much more than just a place of education. It was my home, and I 
found family there. Leaving that behind for the first time at the end of this summer 
was really difficult for me, and I was nervous about starting out in a new place again. 
One-year interns don’t have much time to make an impression or accomplish many 
things. But in the few short months I’ve been here, I’ve found my time at Saint Mark’s 
to be very meaningful, not just on an individual level, but also as being one part of this 
wonderful parish, and I know that is due to the amazing support and encouragement 
that you’ve all been so generous to give me. I can only hope and pray that as I con-
tinue to live and work here that I can give back to all of you in such a meaningful way.

Children of Saint Mark’s get ready to perform during 
the annual Advent Pageant on Sunday December 14

OUTREACH UPDATE
— James Roll

The community that exists here at St. Mark’s 
has been able to reach out in countless ways 
this holiday season — and I for one have been 
blessed to be a part. Christmas Party at the 
Soup Bowl: Robin graciously took charge or-
ganizing bags, and the 20s/30s banded togeth-
er to cook with regular volunteers. Food Cup-
board: my ever-loyal volunteers helped to 
deliver 100+ turkeys over Thanksgiving. There 
were also many special moments that made 
the bustle of Thanksgiving, Advent, and 
Christmas incredibly meaningful, like the lady 
who came in to tell me how her delicious 
Thanksgiving dinner with family was filled 
with joy and blessings because we had enabled 
her to make her holiday special. And whenever 
someone receives a present from the Dove 
Tree, the delight on their face is heartwarming. 
Now that the larger part of the holiday season 
is past, I challenge us as a community to con-
tinue to make an impact on people’s lives—and 
I wonder what you might do in this new year to 
be a part of the magic of St. Mark’s.  
Happy New Year to you all!
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