
 
 
 

© Stephanie May 2022 

 

1 

“Wolcum” 

A Music Sunday Homily 

Rev. Dr. Stephanie May 

First Parish in Wayland 

December 11, 2022 

 

In a few moments, we will experience a rendition of Benjamin Britten’s A Ceremony of 

Carols. As the notes in the order of service explain, the text for most of today’s music comes 

from 15th and 16th century poetry, which are bracketed with Latin processional and 

recessional music. You will hear (and perhaps read in the order of service) words that are 

both familiar and strange.  

 

Perhaps like me you were required to read some Middle or even Old English in school? 

Anyone else muddle through Beowulf at fourteen?!  For me the interesting part of reading 

such texts is decoding the words that are almost the ones we know. Words like “wolcum” 

which clearly mean “welcome.” Like any puzzle, there is satisfaction in figuring it out. The 

spelling may have shifted over the centuries but the meaning is still there.  

 

And yet, there are other words over which we may stumble. For example, what is a makèles 

woman as we’ll hear in “As Dew in Aprille”? According to the University of Michigan Middle 

English Compendium, makèles is an adjective meaning unequalled, unparalleled, unique. A 

fitting description for Mary, mother of Jesus. Now considered an archaic term, it is simply 

no longer in contemporary usage. Other words in the lyrics, like iwis in “Spring Carol” have 

been replaced by words with similar cognates. In this case iwis seems to have been 

supplanted by the word “with” over time.  

 

Languages are tools and manifestations of human culture. Some words die. Some words 

change. Some word emerge. Indeed, in September 2022, the Oxford English Dictionary 

added more than 650 new words, senses, and sub-entries, including the adjective 

“jabbed”—for obvious reasons.  

 

Because language changes over time, I want to suggest that when we encounter a text of 

older language we are in effect traveling through time. The lyrics with their archaic spelling 

are pulling us back into another time of human experience and communication. Of course, 

the Biblical text of Christmas story is itself written in another language from even further 

ago. And yet, there is something about a Middle English text that we can still (mostly) read 

in the original that better conveys a sense of near distance. We can almost, but not quite 

enter into their world through shared language.  

 

https://quod.lib.umich.edu/m/middle-english-dictionary/dictionary/MED26583
https://quod.lib.umich.edu/m/middle-english-dictionary/dictionary/MED26583
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Some stories connect us over differences of culture, time, and language. Today’s music links 

the ancient Biblical story with a 15th and 16th century telling and a mid-20th century 

recasting of lyrics with music. Different languages, different cultures, different places. And 

yet, a story told and retold of a new birth.  

 

Our theme this year calls us to deepen our understanding of “encountering difference.” 

Today, as we encounter the difference of a language both familiar and strange, I invite you 

to notice the places where you feel a sense of connection and where you may feel the 

distance of time, culture, or experience. Human experience is always so much bigger than 

our own. And human life often has threads of shared experience that link us one to another, 

even across our differences. May today’s rendition of a familiar story in almost the same 

language as our own remind us anew of how close we are to others, even in our differences.  
 

May it be so. Amen.  

 

Prayer 
 

Spirit of Life   
 That wends through centuries and millenia 
  Of human living and language 
   We pause for a moment 
    With our own inadequate words. 
 
 Gathered for an hour amidst the currents of our lives 
  May we pause to rest and to listen 
   To music and story that links us 
    One to another,  
     Across time, 
      Across language, 
       Across difference. 
 May we be reminded that in a world 
  Rife with conflict and violence 
   That there are also places of connection,  
    Of shared concern and care, 
     Of hope. 
 
 May we seek to not be afraid of what is 

 Different or new, evolving or changing, 
   But be open to learning from 
    Encountering difference 
     As we more fully experience 
      The diversity of this world. 
 For love’s sake, Amen.  


