
Day 20: Away in a Manger  Dec. 17 
 

1 Away in a manger, no crib for a bed, 
  the little Lord Jesus laid down his sweet head. 
  The stars in the bright sky looked down where he lay, 
  the little Lord Jesus asleep on the hay. 
   
  2 The cattle are lowing, the baby awakes, 
  but little Lord Jesus no crying he makes. 
  I love thee, Lord Jesus! Look down from the sky, 
  and stay by my side until morning is nigh. 
 
  3 Be near me, Lord Jesus, I ask thee to stay 
  close by me forever, and love me, I pray. 
  Bless all the dear children in thy tender care, 
  and fit us for heaven to live with thee there. 
 
Truly I tell you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child will never 
enter it.” (Mark 10:15) 
 
 For many decades, Away in a Manger was falsely attributed to Martin Luther, the founder 
of the Protestant Reformation.  Indeed, it was often printed with this note: “Luther’s Cradle 
Hymn; Composed by Martin Luther for his children and still sung by German mothers to their 
little ones.”  Scholarly research, however (and yes, scholars do research such things) – scholarly 
research has debunked the notion that Luther wrote the song.  The true author may never be 
known.   
 Originally, it consisted of only the first two verses.  And once again there are stories of 
who penned the third.  But alas, those accounts have been debunked by the scholars as well.  
What is certain is that Away in a Manger remains a popular Christmas song, having been rated, 
for example, as high as #2 amongst the British people in a 1996 Gallup Poll.   
 Confession: Away in a Manger is my least favorite Christmas hymn.  To my shame, I 
admit that even as a pastor with a loud singing voice, I often made up my own lyrics during 
congregational singing of this one song.  I routinely altered verse 2, singing, “The cattle are 
lowing, the baby awakes, but little Lord Jesus much crying he makes.”  It always seemed silly to 
me that Jesus would be the only baby who didn’t cry, as if crying were somehow inappropriate 
or even sinful. 
 My own quirks aside, the simple song is loved by children the world over, and likely for 
good reason.  It reflects the vulnerability we all experience during that phase of life.  Amazingly, 
Jesus (The Son of God) submitted himself to such a low estate!  As Philippians 2:6-7 reminds us, 
though he is God, Jesus emptied himself of his godly prerogatives, and was humbly born as we 
all are.  He too was once a completely vulnerable baby. 
 Not only did he condescend to take on human form, but Jesus allowed himself to be born 
in poverty.  But it was more than “allowing” himself to be born poor; he positively “chose” 
poverty.  After all, Jesus is the only one of us who actually chose his own mother, selecting Mary 
out of all the women who ever lived!  And she was poor. 
 Verse 3 is a true child’s prayer: “Be near me, Lord Jesus, I ask thee to stay close by me 



forever, and love me, I pray.”  That, of course, is a prayer Jesus has already promised to grant – 
he will be with us always.  Indeed, he taught his disciples that no one would truly be his follower 
without adopting just such a childlike trust in him.   

“Bless all the dear children in thy tender care, and fit us for heaven to live with thee 
there.”  That, of course, is what our lives are to be about on the earth: reaching out in love to 
others (asking God to “bless all the dear children”) and growing in grace ourselves (“fit us for 
heaven”) until we are gathered to him there. 
 
Questions 
 

1. What is your least favorite Christmas hymn?  How can you reinterpret it so as to find 
something worthwhile in it? 

2. If you could choose your own mother, what would she be like? 
3. Name three ways you are working on the two purposes for Christian life on planet earth: 

growing your spiritual life and reaching out to others? 
 
Prayer 
 
 Jesus, you are God, and yet you know what it’s like to be human.  More, you understand 
powerlessness, poverty and pain because when you chose your mother, you did not select a 
princess or a queen, but a poor maiden.  You were born into poverty and the filth of a stable 
because you chose to come for all humankind.  None of us is excluded from your love and care.  
Help us this day to trust in your loving protection like young children ourselves.  We are your 
children, Jesus.  Amen. 


