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“What Child Is This?”

“But Mary treasured all these words and pondered them in her heart.”

When people ask me “Sprechen sie Deutsch?” my usual response is “ein bischen,” because I have a very limited
German vocabulary.  But there is one German phrase that I know very well, one that I teach every year to my
Confirmation classes: “Was ist das?” – “What is this?”  It is the question Martin Luther asks throughout the
Small Catechism, a question he was inspired to use by his three-year old son Hans who would run around the
house pointing at everything and asking his father, “was ist das?”  Luther uses the question throughout the
Catechism as he challenges his readers to consider the meaning of the Ten Commandments, the Creed, and the
Lord’s Prayer in our lives as Christians.  Luther was not interest in the deeper, hidden meanings of these chief
parts of the Catechism, but rather “what does this mean” for us to “remember the Sabbath Day and keep it
holy,” or “I believe in God the Father Almighty, creator of heaven and earth,” or “thy kingdom come, thy will be
done on earth as it is in heaven.” 

· “When Luther was writing this material, he also was answering the questions many Christians were
asking him: ‘What is this?  How does this happen?’  Thus, the Small Catechism is Martin Luther’s
confession of faith in God.  In it, Luther tells us what these things are for him and for us.  You may
discover that not only is Luther asking, ‘What is this?’ but God also is asking.  As you study the Small
Catechism, you, too, are invited to confess, ‘God has created me; Jesus is my Lord; the Holy Spirit calls
me and gathers me into the church.” – Timothy J. Wengert, Luther’s Small Catechism: Study Edition

As we gather on this Holy Night to celebrate the birth of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, we are invited to
consider Luther’s question as we gaze upon the child in the manger: Was ist das?  What does this mean for us
that to hear the angels proclaim once again that “to you is born this day in the city of David a Saviour, who is
the Messiah, the Lord” (Luke 2:11)?  What do the words of the prophet Isaiah mean for us when we once again
hear the good news that “a child has been born for us, a son given to us; authority rests upon his shoulders; and
he is named Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.” (Isaiah 9:6)?  What does it
mean for us when we lift our voices in singing “what child is this who, laid to rest, on Mary’s lap is sleeping?”
This beautiful Christmas carol was written by William Chatterton Dix, who suffered a serious illness that
confined him to bed for an extended period of time.  He underwent a true spiritual crisis during this illness, and
spent much time in prayer and the reading of Scripture.  He came through the crisis as a person of great faith
and devoted much of his writing to Christian hymns and poetry, including such favourite hymns as “Alleluia!
Sing to Jesus,” “As with Gladness Men of Old,” and “What Child is This?”  This latter hymn is based on a longer
poem “The Manger Song,” which celebrates the holy night in which “like silver lamps in a distant shrine, the
stars are sparkling bright.  The bells of the city of God ring out, for the Son of Mary is born tonight.  The gloom is
past and the morn at last is coming with orient light.”  When he adapted the words of his poem for his carol,
Dix once again invites us to focus our attention on that holy city, to look upon the mother and child in the
stable and consider “what child is this who, laid to rest, on Mary’s lap is sleeping?”

This question is at the heart of the scene as the shepherds arrive at the Bethlehem stable to make known what
they had experienced as they were “living in the fields, keeping watch over their flocks by night.” (Luke 2:8). 
They came to Bethlehem both “to see this thing that has taken place, which the Lord has made known to us”
(2:15) and to make known to those gathered around the manger “what had been told them about this child,”
the words of the angel that “I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people: to you is born this day
in the city of David a Saviour, who is the Messiah, the Lord,” and how a “multitude of the heavenly host” filled



the sky with their song of praise, saying, “glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace among those
whom he favours!” (2:10-14).

A double response follows from all who heard the shepherd’s report.  Those gathered at the manger “were
amazed at what the shepherds told them.” (2:18).  But one person has a different response: Mary “treasured
all these words and pondered them in her heart.” (2:19).  The mother of Jesus, upon who lap is sleeping the
child “whom angels greet with anthems sweet while shepherds watch are keeping,” quietly considers the
meaning of these wonderful events, following the example of other persons of faith who have given
themselves the opportunity to consider the meaning of what God is doing in their midst:

· “So [Joseph’s] brothers were jealous of him, but his father [Jacob] kept this matter in mind.” – Genesis
37:11.

· “Here the account ends.  As for me, Daniel, my thoughts greatly terrified me, and my face turned pale;
but I keep the matter in my mind.” – Daniel 7:28.

· “All who heard them pondered them and said, ‘What then will this child [John] become?’  For, indeed,
the hand of the Lord was with him.” – Luke 1:66.

Even though Mary had heard the angel Gabriel’s announcement that her child that she was to name Jesus “will
be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High, and the Lord God will give to him the throne of his
ancestor David” (Luke 1:32), and even though Mary had responded obediently that “here am I, the servant of
the Lord; let it be with me according to your word” (1:38), the mother of Jesus rolls these events, especially the
angelic good news, around in her head, trying to understand their meaning.  Even the woman who was
celebrated by Elizabeth as the “mother of my Lord” (1:43) does not capture the full significance of God’s action
in Jesus immediately: her pondering as she looks upon the infant in her arms will again be experienced as she
leaves the Jerusalem Temple with her twelve-year-old son, when “his mother treasured all these things in her
heart” (2:51).  Mary’s position at the manger, where she “treasured all these words and pondered them in her
heart,” will be the place she takes throughout her journey of faith:

· “Then his mother and his brothers came to him, but they could not reach him because of the crowd. 
And he was told, ‘Your mother and you brothers are standing outside, wanting to see you.’  But he said
to them, ‘My mother and my brothers are those who hear the word of God and do it.” – 8:19-21.

· “While he was saying this, a woman in the crowd raised her voice and said to him, ‘Blessed is the
womb that bore you and the breasts that nursed you!’  But he said, ‘Blessed rather are those who hear
the word of God and obey it!’” – 11:27-28.

· “All these [disciples] were constantly devoting themselves to prayer, together with certain women,
including Mary the mother of Jesus, as well as his brothers.” – Acts 1:14.

Mary’s place at the manger and throughout the gospels in not only that of the mother of Jesus, but also as a
model believer and disciple of her son: “if a disciple is one who hears the word of God and does it, Mary
becomes the first Christian disciple because she is the first one to hear the word of God and to consent
wholeheartedly that it be done.” (Raymond Brown).  Mary exemplifies the seed in Jesus’ parable that on
“hearing the word hold it fast in an honest and good heart” (8;15).  Mary makes her only public appearance in
Luke’s account of Jesus’ public ministry immediately after these words and is praised for hearing the word of
God and doing it (8:21).  Mary is the only adult in the infancy narrative who will last into the public ministry of
Jesus and even into the early ministry of the Church (Acts 1:14).  “Thus Luke knows that Mary must have sought
to interpret these events surrounding the birth of Jesus and ultimately have succeeded, for she became a model
Christian believer.” (Brown).  For the others who were “amazed at what the shepherds told them,” their
hearing did not lead to further investigation; the Christmas Gospel ends when “the shepherds returned,
glorifying and praising God for all they had heard and seen, as it had been told them.” (2:20).  They were like
those in the parable of the sower who “hear the word, receive it with joy, but have no root.” (8:13).



As she “kept with concern all these events, interpreting them in her heart,” Mary constitutes a bridge in Luke’s
Gospel from the infancy narrative to the public ministry of Jesus.  The key to this verse lies in Mary’s
interpreting all these events or words which she kept with concern in her heart.  She will interpret them
correctly after Jesus’ public ministry when he has been enthroned in heaven, when he fulfills Gabriel’s promise
to Mary that “he will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end.” (1:33). 
Then, as a part of the community that was gathered to receive the gift of Jesus’ Spirit at Pentecost, she will
hear the glorified Jesus proclaimed as Lord, Messiah, and Saviour:

· “Therefore let the entire house of Israel know with certainty that God has made him both Lord and
Messiah, this Jesus whom you crucified.” – Acts 2:36.

· “God exalted him at his right hand as Leader and Saviour that he might give repentance to Israel and
forgiveness of sins.  And we are witnesses to these things, and so is the Holy Spirit whom God has given
to those who obey him.” – Acts 5:31-32.

As she continues to keep all that she has seen and heard in her heart as she considers what all of this means,
Mary will in the fullness of time come to know fully what the angel meant when it told the shepherds that “to
you this day is born in the city of David a Saviour who is Messiah and Lord.” 

Mary’s position at the manger is also similar to the biblical wisdom that involves not only interpreting the
puzzling words from the past but also observing their message in one’s life:

· “My child, do not forget my teaching, but let your heart keep my commandments; for length of days
and years of life and abundant welfare they will give you.” – Proverbs 3:1-2.

· “I treasure your word in my heart, so that I may not sin against you.” – Psalm 119:11.

If this is Mary’s attitude as she is pondering the meaning of the events surrounding the birth of her son, she is
once again anticipating an attitude that will be her encomium – formal expression of high praise – during his
public ministry.  “Mary is showing herself among the fortunate praised by Jesus ‘who hear the word of God and
keep it.’” (Brown).

As our thoughts on this holy night are taken “away in a manger [where], no crib for a bed, the little Lord Jesus
lay down his sweet head,” we are invited to take Mary’s place among the busyness and excitement of this
season.  We are invited to sit down by her side, to gaze upon the child sleeping in her arms, and to consider
what it means for us that “this is Christ the King, whom shepherds guard and angels sing; haste, haste to bring
him laud, the babe, the son of Mary!”  Because Christmas is not merely a commemoration of a birth that
happened centuries ago but a living celebration of the coming of Christ into our lives, we are invited to ask the
question that Christians of all generations have uttered: Was ist das?  What does this mean for us that Christ
the Saviour is born, that the promises of God have been fulfilled, that in the little town of Bethlehem “the
hopes and fears of all the years are met in thee tonight?”

In a sermon that he preached on Christmas Day in 1544, Martin Luther invites us to consider “was ist das” as
we hear the angel proclaim to us tonight that “to you is born this day in the city of David a Saviour, who is
Christ the Lord.”

· “The little word ‘you’ should make us joyful.  For to whom does the angel speak?  To wood or stones? 
No.  He speaks to human begins; and not just to one or two, but to all the people… Thus we should
receive him joyfully, as here the angels say: ‘To you is born a Saviour.’  Is it not a great and marvelous
thing that an angel should come from heaven with such good news?  Is it not a wonder that afterwards
so many thousands of angels are filled with overflowing joy, which makes them desire that we should
also be glad, and should receive such grace with thankful hearts?  And therefore we should write this



little word (with flaming letters) in our hearts: ‘To you!’ and should joyfully welcome the birth of this
Saviour.”

On this most holy night, we are invited to take Mary’s place at the manger and ponder anew “was ist das,”
what it means to us that Christ was born of Mary to fulfill God’s promises to us; that the birth of Jesus is the
fulfillment of God’s promise that “the young woman is with child and shall bear a son, and shall name him
Emmanuel” (Isaiah 7:14) – which is our assurance that “God is with us.  As we join our voices with “angels and
archangels and all the company of heaven” to “hail the heaven-born Prince of Peace!  Hail the Sun of
righteousness,” we are called to treasure this joyful moment and what it will mean to us long after our
decorations have been packed away, long after the Christmas season has ended and we enter into a new year
in the sure and certain hope that the birth of Mary’s son means that this holy child will “cast out our sin and
enter in, be born in us today.”  As we echo William Chatterton Dix’s question “what child is this?” as we gather
“round yon virgin mother and child,” we rejoice in his words from “The Manger Song” that sing of the lasting
good news that we treasure from this night onward:

· “The stars of heaven still shine as at first they gleamed on this wonderful night; the bells of the city of
God peal out and the angels’ song still rings in the height; and love still turns where the Godhead burns
hid in flesh from fleshly sight.”

Was ist das?  What does this mean?  What child is this who laid to rest on Mary’s lap is sleeping?

“This is Christ the king, whom shepherds guard and angels sing.  Haste, haste to bring him laud, the babe, the
son of Mary.” Amen.


