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A Story by Robert W. Prim 

Christmas Eve, 2013 

“Surprising Gifts” 

~~~~~~~~ 

Well, the folks at the Valley Presbyterian Church, bless their 

hearts, are trying to find their way.   

~~~~~~~~ 

The pastor there is a bit of a fixture.  His name is Warden R. 

Grimm and he has been the pastor for going on sixteen years.  

Lots of things happen in sixteen years – people are born, people 

join the church, people leave the church, people go off to 

college and come back to get married, people suffer and die, 

people spend days, weeks, months and years doing good a little 

at a time, people love on each other.  Warden gets to be a part 

of it and he cannot imagine being the pastor anywhere else.   

 

Traditions take shape during such a long pastorate.  Warden 

and the members of the church have a kind of matrimonial 

familiarity.  When he looks out over the gathered congregation 

he knows lots of the joys, pains, hurts, questions of his flock, 

and they know some of his struggles, idiosyncracies and habits 

too. They know how he rocks a little back and forth as he 

preaches; they know that he chooses hymns based on the words 

– not based on how easy the hymn is to sing; they know he is a 

not so closeted Anglican when it comes to liturgy – Grimm 

actually includes a Kyrie in the Advent and Lenten seasons of 

the Christian year!  His members are not all certain Grimm is 

really a Presbyterian but somehow they manage to love and 

appreciate him anyway.  

Well, one of the seasons at Valley Presbyterian Church that is 
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both traditional and free form is the Christmas Season.  Sunday 

morning services during the Advent and Christmas seasons are 

“decent and in order” as Presbyterians like them, but there are 

other services whose shape takes place on the fly.  Grimm loves 

everything about the Christmas season at Valley Presbyterian 

Church.  He loves the way the church is decorated – hand-made 

cedar wreaths and beautiful Poinsettias.  Grimm loves the hand 

fashioned Advent wreath and the way families come up and 

read the words from Isaiah before lighting each candle.   

 

Grimm not only loves but is amazed every year by the music at 

Valley Presbyterian Church.  The Music Director is Brenda 

Croone, people cannot believe that is her real name but it is.  

Grimm had a geography teacher in elementary school named 

Mrs. Mapp and surgeon in Divinity School named Dr. Sharp.  

Brenda Croone is appropriately named.  She is the most 

talented piano player and choir director Grimm has ever seen.  

He quite often feels and says after an ordinary Sunday anthem 

that he is sure that no church in all of Christendom has had 

better music than they experienced at Valley Presbyterian 

Church – a church at the edge of a cow-field and more than one 

hundred miles from Atlanta!  And the music during the 

Christmas season simply soars!  Croone has some very fine 

singers and some who are just good, but she works in voice and 

piano and directing like painter works in oils or a mathematician 

works with equations – she is a sonic poet and in the end there is 

a remarkable harmony.   

Grimm also loves the Christmas Pageant at Valley Presbyterian 

Church; it is the most unscripted event of the year. He is fond of 

saying that the original Christmas was unrehearsed so why 
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should theirs be any different.  The show goes on at 6 p.m. on 

the Sunday before Christmas, and the only preparation begins at 

5:30 p.m. on the night of the performance.  Bathrobes are 

thrown on with gourd crowns for the wise ones.  There are 

white sheets for angels and gold painted cardboard for stars 

worn like a hat.  Someone years ago fashioned a sheep outfit 

out of a bathroom mat.  There is also a cow one-sy that is used 

every year.  Little Guy Parker insisted on putting wings over 

the cow suit and the manger was visited that year by a holy cow. 

 

One or two of the kids every year bring their own outfits – there 

has been a duckbill platypus at the manger at Valley 

Presbyterian Church as well as robo-dog.  We have also 

welcomed to the manger a Carebear and a bat. One year Dr. 

Walter Burns, a retired professor of theology, came wearing a 

sheep costume made by his grandchildren – it was cotton-balls 

glued onto grocery bags.  The Johnsons and the Smiths both 

brought their dogs one year – a poodle named T. Boone and a 

shiatsu named Reggie – that spent the whole pageant growling 

at one another.  There are always interesting surprises at the 

Valley Presbyterian Christmas Pageant and Grimm loves the 

fact that he has nothing to do with it! He avoids the basement 

for the half-hour that the costumes are going on the children and 

sits on the front row to pay close attention to the unfolding and 

often surprising drama. 

    

One thing Pastor Grimm really does get involved in during the  

Christmas season is the folk choir that sings and plays at the 

early Christmas Eve service.  This choir is composed of some 

very fine guitar players, bass players, fiddle players, banjo 
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players who inhabit the hills of north Georgia and find their way 

to Valley Presbyterian.  This group has fun!  The director and 

organizer of the band is the impish and spry W. T. Carter.  

Carter is a fine musician and a retired school counselor who has 

developed a remarkable tolerance for imperfection; so much so 

that Grimm has been welcomed to sing with the group for the 

last 15 years.   

 

Every year Grimm is given a brief solo – he sings the second 

verse of Gentle Mary Laid Her Child –  

Angels sang about his birth; wisemen sought and found him; 

heaven’s star shone brightly forth, glory all around him. 

Shepherds saw the wondrous sight, heard the angels singing; 

all the plains were lit that night; all the hills were ringing.  

No one else ever invited Grimm to sing, but W. T. judged the 

voice not on quality but on desire.  Grimm had the desire to be 

a singer, and every year he raised his voice during the prelude to 

the folk service of Christmas Eve at Valley Presbyterian 

Church.   

But not this year.  This year Warden has been in and out of the 

church during the holidays because his mother has been on 

death’s doorstep for the last several months.  Grimm’s mother, 

Martha, has been under hospice care and his sister, Lou , has 

been caring for her with some help from a few friends.  Warden 

has been making the long drive to Birmingham as often as 

possible.  This past week Martha had to be moved to a nursing 

home, and Warden was leaving after church on the Sunday 

before Christmas to go be with his mother and sister through 

New Year’s and longer if needed.  Grimm’s congregation told 

him to go and stay as long as he needed to stay.  The four 
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retired clergy – Grace White, Carl Williams, Hamilton Jones, 

and Frank Keiths – are all beloved in the church and they 

volunteered to be on call and to lead worship until Grimm 

returned home.   

 

Christmas Eve came and went.  Warden and Lou opened gifts 

to one another in the nursing home. Warden’s wife, Shelby, 

called and she and kids Facetimed Warden (something his 

children taught him to do with the new phone they just gave him 

before the trip).  Martha was in a coma.  Warden held her hand 

and told every story he could remember about growing up in the 

Grimm family.  The stories were all good.  Grimm truly loved 

his mother and his heart ached with gratitude for all Martha had 

given him.  He was not sure she heard him as he talked (they 

say hearing is the last thing to go) but it did him a world of good 

to tell his mother stories.   

 

On the Sunday evening following Christmas Day, Grimm was 

sitting with his mother.  The weather was unseasonably warm – 

hovering around 60 degrees; so, Grimm opened the window of 

his mother’s room.  The room window opened to a courtyard 

with a fountain and benches.  It was dark and the moon was 

three quarters full and the light reflected off the water in the 

fountain.  Warden was pulling a thin blanket over his mother 

when he heard voices from the courtyard.  It was carollers.  

The first song they sang was Hark!  The Herald Angels Sing.  

Grimm, the not so closeted Anglican, smiled to himself – some 

church choir in Birmingham knows there are twelve days of 

Christmas!   
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The group then started in on While Shepherds Watched Their 

Flocks and Warden started to hear some familiar voices.  He 

thought he did.  He thought he heard the voice of Jim Martin, 

the chair of the Finance Committee at his church.  He thought 

he heard the voice of Brenda Croone and the voice of W. T. 

Carter.  He looked out the window and could just make out 

their faces; it was the folk choir and several other members of 

his church.  There were Eloise Foley, Wanda Clauson, Tom 

and Beth Jansen, B.R. – his atheist golf partner, Gail Baldwin, 

Brenda Caldwell, Hank Pritchett, Paige and Jackie...and a dozen 

or so more.  Grimm turned to his mother and said: “My church 

is here!” He then put his head on his mother’s hand and started 

to cry.  Grimm walked out of his mother’s room to greet the 

group and on the way one of the nurses, Macie, the one who was 

always so tender with Martha, said – “Hey, they are pretty 

good.”  Grimm replied – “And they can sing, too.”   

 

When Grimm got out to them they were just beginning “Gentle 

Mary Laid Her Child” and when they got to verse two, Grimm 

tried to sing it – Angels sang about his birth; wisemen sought 

and found him... but his voice broke and the entire choir finished 

heaven’s star shone brightly forth, glory all around him.  

Shepherds saw the wondrous sight, heard the angels singing; all 

the plains were lit that night; all the hills were ringing.   

It turns out that the group, organized by Brenda and W.T., Jim 

and B.R. had rented a bus. They left from the valleys of 

northeast Georgia and made the five hour trip.  They sang for 

the Grimms and the other residents of the nursing home. They 

went back to the Valley that same night.  
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Grimm’s mother died on Epiphany.  And Warden gave thanks 

for the many surprising gifts and for the long journey of his 

friends on this sad but glorious Christmas.  

~~~~~~~~ 

That’s what happened this week as the faithful of the Valley 

went about the work of being a place where all God’s children 

can find a home. 
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