All Was Bright That Awful Night

Each soldier had a distinct family, laugh, voice, name, and soul. They were
sons, fathers, husbands, brothers, fiancés. In another life, some had been clerks,
shopkeegers, students, ministers, teachers. Beyond the heart’s capacity to
reason, 6,046 were killed every day in the Great War — a war that lasted 1,566
days. If we gave each fallen soldier thirty seconds of silence, we would be
sitting still for nine unbroken years.

Unbroken — something that did not describe any of these men. A 19-year-old
Irishman, serving as Second Lieutenant in the British army, gives one of the
most chilling descriptions of what he observed as he fought on the frontline:

The frights, the cold, the smell of H.E. [high explosives], the smashed men still
moving like half-crushed beetles, the sittin% or standing corpses, the landscape
of sheer earth without a blade of grass, the boots are worn day and night till
they seemed to grow to your feet. (Surprised by Joy, 240)

Men, horribly smashed, moved like half-crushed beetles. “Standing or sitting
corpses.” The young Irishman, very different from the great C.S. Lewis he
would later become, wrote poetry about seeing men’s stomachs “fall out on
their knees.” Men, with someone waiting for their return; men, made in the
image of their Creator; men, some of whom were not much more than children
— reduced to twitch and tremor like dying insects. Physically on the battlefield,
or psychologically when traumatized, they were carried home.

Amidst humankind’s greatest parody of hell on earth to date, a song broke into
the darkness of World War 1. The war had not ended, but the light had dawned
for a night. Many present recounted it as one of the highlights of their lives.
Soldiers wrote that they would not have Freferred to celebrate anywhere else
that Christmas Eve, 1914. The stoic Wall Street Journal would even report,
“What appears from the winter fog and misery is a Christmas story, a fine
Christmas story that is, in truth, the most faded and tattered of adjectives:
mspiring.”

Josef Wenzl, a soldier in the German infantry that night, described it to his
parents in a letter: “Between the trenches, the hated and bitter opponents meet
around the Christmas tree and sing Christmas carols. This once in a lifetime
vision I will not forget.” In a functional graveyard appropriately named “No-
Me%nia Iaand,” one of the most inspiring %hristmas stories of the century
unfolded.

The Landscape of Truce

Five months earlier, the curtains of war opened, unveiling combat machines the
world had never seen. Mobs of soldiers traditionally marching side by side
were systematically mowed down by machine guns and devoured by hailstorms
of artillery fire.

To escape the barrage of bullets and explosions, men burrowed into the ground.
Thousands of miles of zigzagged ditches lined both Eastern and Western fronts,
making the trench the symbol of the First World War. Both sides held trenches
paralleling the other, usually about 100 to 400 yards away.



What was trench life like? Dan Carlin sug%lests imagining yourself going out in
your backyard, digging a hole, and living there day after day. Then add
decaying ‘godies and rotting limbs. Also, flood them with constant rainfall
which would make your boot-wearing feet balloon and ache (trench foot), and
the decomposing bodies “float to the surface.”

Finish it off with rats “that were the size of cats,” an endemic of fever-
spreading body-lice, never-ending mud, moans, and whimpers from mostly-

ead men, and a stench that allowed you to smell the front line long before you
could see it — never forget that thousands of men, paid to kill you, squatted a
football field away and possessed the most lethal weapons known to man at
that time. In cold, wet holes in the ground lived millions of soldiers at war.

First, Christmas Eve

Leading up to Christmas Eve on the Western front, the weather started the
truce: it got colder. The frost not only brought an idyllic, “fictional Christmas,”
but more importantly, it hardened the liquefied mud of the trench floors.

As the sun began to set, Albert Moren of the Second Queen’s Regiment
described what happened next:

It was a beautiful moonlit night, frost on the ground, white almost everywhere;
and . . . there was a lot of commotion in the German trenches and then were
those lights — I don’t know what they were. And then they sang ““Silent
Night.” I shall never forget it. It was one of the highlights of my life.

“Stille Nacht, Heilige Nacht” (“Silent night, holy night”) danced past
Futrefying corpses lying in “No-Man’s Land” to crouch in enemy trenches. The

ights lining the top of German trenches, which Albert failed to discern, were
thousands of candled Christmas trees.

I;lrjvate William Quinton, of the Second Bedfordshire Regiment, described it
this way:

Something in the direction of the German lines caused us to rub our eyes and
look again. Here and there, showing just above their parapet, we could see very
faintly what looked like very small colored lights. . . . We were very suspicious
and we're discussing this strange movement of the enemy when something even
stranger happened. The Germans were singing!

Some assumed it was a sniper trap to get Allied soldiers to peer over their
parapets. However, as spontaneous carols, banter, and shouts of “Merry
Christmas” shot between the miles of trenches, suspicions soothed. Germans
even threw boots full of chocolates and shouted out in the enemy tongue,
“English soldiers! English soldiers!” “Happy Christmas! Where are your
(ilhrlst'mas trees?” “No shoot tonight. Sing tonight!” “You no shoot. We no
shoot!”

Emboldened by song and reciprocated fJ oking, a few men took things further:
they requested to meet in the middle of “No-Man’s Land.” Seemingly suicidal,
a few soldiers began climbing from the safety of their trench, risking their lives
to socialize with the mortal foe. Both sides watched, with their hands on their
rifles. Slowly, the trenches began lightening. “The Christmas spirit” as historian



Modris Eksteins described, began to “conquer the battlefield.”
Then, Christmas Day

After thousands of men gathered the night before, tens of thousands would
gather in “No-Man’s Land” on Christmas Day. Thei athered — illegally — to
sing, exchange gifts of cigars and puddings, and talk (as best they could). One
Brit gave a German a haircut. Some reportedly raced bikes they found in
abandoned houses. They fought ferociously — on the soccer field, laughing
hysterically at the Scots whose behinds shone as their kilts flapped in the wind.

They also took the opportunity to bury the festering corpses. They conducted
some joint funeral services which moved both sides profoundly. The whole
scene “was astounding,” Captain Sir Edward Hulse of the Scots %uard
commented, “and if [ had seen it on a cinematograph film I should have sworn
it was faked!”

The truces ended as mysteriously as they befgan. Sentiments were shared, such
as, “Today, we have peace. Tomorrow, you fight for your country; I fight for
mine. Good luck!” Although a good number of sectors extended the truce
through New Year’s Day, one way or another, the carnage inevitably resumed.
This was a truce, not peace. Many of the soldiers who celebrated the Christmas
Truce of 1914 would not survive the war.

God’s Christmas Truce

Too often, this story concludes with humanist commentary upon the goodwill
of man shining amidst utter barbarity. Vague colors of hope and peace shine
above parapets. We forget that the miraculous truce dawned on the celebration
of a child’s birthday — not Muhammad’s, Buddha’s, Darwin’s, Nietzsche’s, or
Gandhi’s — but Jesus Christ’s.

This is fitting, not only because angels speak of peace on earth at his birth
(Luke 2:14), nor merely because he is the only name given among men by
which they must be saved (Acts 4:12), but because he is the Great Terms of
Christmas Truce for all mankind. What appeared from the winter fog and
misery of a world submerged in darkness 1s a Christmas story, that is, in truth,
the most faded and tattered of adjectives: redeeming.

This story found humanity, since Genesis 3, standing upright in his trench, not
mindin rﬁis God or his warnings. He sang, “Peace, peace,” to his neighbor

where there was no peace. And God’s response: more scandalous than meeting
for a soccer game. His gift: costlier than cigars or plum pudding. He had more

than chocolates to throw or haircuts to give.

To us a child was born; to us, a son was given (Isaiah 9:6). “And he shall be
their peace” (Micah 5:5). As Spurgeon heralded, “The swaddling band with
which he was wrapped up was the white flag of peace. That manager was the
place where the treaty was signed.” And that treaty was signed in his blood.
Men emptied their wrath. Satan spent his ammo. Christ drank damnation under
the doomsday device of the divine (Isaiah 53:10). In the No-Man’s Land of
Calvary, he secured “peace by the blood of his cross” (Colossians 1:20).

While all of heaven looked on, we have heard a commotion in God’s trench. He



sang a gospel song on that silent night, that holy night: “This is my beloved
Son, with whom I am well pleased; listen to him” (Matthew 17:5). And he still
sings, calling rebels from their rat-infested hole to meet his glorious Prince of
Peace. Only through faith in him can we have “peace with God” (Romans 5:1).
And this peace bestows adoption, a kingdom, and fullness of life with him

forever.



