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“Away (from Home) in a Manger”

“And she gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in bands of cloth and laid him in a manger,
because there was no place for them in the inn.”

“Away in a manger, no crib for his bed, the little Lord Jesus laid down his sweet head.”

For many of us, “Away in a Manger” is one of our most beloved Christmas carols.  It is so popular that it
has been set to at least two different tunes (both of which can be found in Evangelical Lutheran
Worship).  It is a staple in Sunday School Christmas pageants; it is sung in family gatherings, in services of
lessons and carols, and of course on this holy night in which we hear the Christmas Gospel of how Mary
and Joseph laid their newborn son in a manger, which was a feeding trough for the animals with whom
they shared this night “because there was no place for them in the inn.”  While many people once
believed it was written by Martin Luther, it may have originated in a story about Luther celebrating
Christmas with his children, likely connected with the 400  anniversary of Luther’s birth in 1883.th

“The stars in the sky looked down where he lay, the little Lord Jesus asleep on the hay.”

The beloved words of this Christmas carol serve another purpose on this night in which we celebrate the
birth of our Savior: they reveal what was for Mary the harsh reality that she was far from home, laying
her newborn son not in a proper crib but in a feeding trough.  The circumstances of Jesus’ birth are not
what Mary – or any mother – would desire for her child; but they were in fulfilling her promise to the
angel Gabriel that “here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.” (Luke
1:38).

All of Mary’s plans had been completely upended when the angel visited her nine months before the
birth of her son.  Mary was a young woman planning a life with her fiancé Joseph, one that would be
focused on establishing a home in which their children would be born in loving familiar surroundings, a
home where family and friends would gather around her newborn children, a home where she and
Joseph would raise their family and grow old together as their ancestors had for generations.  Before
that day when the angelic visitor arrived, Mary’s plans were similar to those of young mothers who want
the best for their children.

· “Miriam of Nazareth, rooted and nurtured within the traditions of the old covenant, would have
been taught how to keep her home kosher, how to wash pots correctly and avoid food
forbidden in the Old Testament.  She could patch worn garments and weave homespun wool. 
When Jesus says, ‘No one sews a piece of unshrunk cloth on an old garment’ (Mark 2:21), he
must have been thinking of his mother mending his torn clothes in their humble home in
Nazareth.” – Jenny Robertson, Mary of Nazareth.

Mary may have been mending one of Joseph’s worn garments when she is startled by the appearance of
Gabriel, a messenger angel who had previous appeared to her cousin Elizabeth and husband Zechariah. 
When the angel greets her with the words “greetings, favored one!  The Lord is with you” (Luke 1:28),
Mary is both surprised and confused: “But she was much perplexed by these words and pondered what
sort of greeting this might be.” (1:29).  Mary would soon discover that this “sort of greeting” was one



that would throw her life into chaos and completely change all of the plans she had been making, for the
angel announces that she has “found favor with God” and has been chosen to be the one through whom
God’s promises to God’s people will be fulfilled:

· “And now, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will name him Jesus.  He 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.  He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom
there will be no end.” – Luke 1:31-33.

Mary is faced with a most difficult choice: accept God’s call to become the mother of the promised
Messiah, which would mean abandoning all of her hopes and dreams as well as placing her life in grave
danger; or saying no to the Lord in favor of what is safe and familiar.  Mary’s decision is one of great
trust and faith, and not only places her at the heart of the Christmas story but also makes her a role
model for all persons who will one day follow her son:

· “Mary hears the word of God from an angel and says, ‘Be it done unto me according to your
word’ (Luke 1:38).  Thus 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 was not the only person kneeling at the manger, trying to make sense of everything that had
happened that had thrown their lives into such turmoil.  For Joseph, it meant looking upon a child who
was not his firstborn son, a child whose birth also meant putting aside his own hopes and dreams for his
future.  When Joseph discovers that Mary is carrying a child that is not his own, his only thought must
have been that she had been with another man, which carried severe penalties in his culture.  Because
engagement was considered a binding agreement among people already considered husband and wife,
unfaithfulness was considered adultery, and according to the Torah the penalty for such unfaithfulness
was harsh:

· “If there is a young woman, a virgin already engaged to a man to be married, and a man meets
her in the town and lies with her, you shall bring both of them to the gate of that town and
stone them to death, the young woman because she did not cry for help in the town and the
man because he violated his neighbor’s wife.  So you shall purge the evil from your midst.” –
Deuteronomy 22:23-24.

By Joseph’s time, this had been mitigated by rabbinic practice, but the penalty was still severe and
humiliating.  But even though Joseph was undoubtedly heartbroken, because he was a “righteous man
and unwilling to expose her to public disgrace, [he] planned to dismiss her quietly.”  (Matthew 1:19).  But
just when he thought that his life couldn’t be any more disrupted, an angel of the Lord appears to
Joseph in a dream and instructs him as to the true paternity of Mary’s child and Joseph’s role in that
child’s life:

· “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife, for the child conceived in her
is of the Holy Spirit.  She will bear a son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his
people from their sins.” – Matthew 1:20-21.



The child that Mary is carrying will be the fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy that “’the virgin shall conceive
and bear a son, and they shall name him Emmanuel,’ which means, ‘God is with us.’” (Matthew 1:22-23;
Isaiah 7:14).  

Like Mary, Joseph is left with a choice.  He could reject the instructions of the angel, divorce Mary, and
pick up the shattered pieces of his life; or he could obey the angel, defy the legal and social norms of his
culture, and accept both Mary and her child into his home.  Like Mary, Joseph chooses the path of
obedience: 

· “When Joseph awoke from sleep, he did as the angel of the Lord commanded him; he took her
as his wife, but had no marital relations with her until she had borne a son; and he named him
Jesus.” – Matthew 1:24-25.

By naming the child, Joseph adopts Jesus as his own son and bestowing upon him his ancestral heritage
in the line of David, so that Jesus might be the fulfillment of God’s promise to David that “your house
and your kingdom shall be made sure forever before me; your throne shall be established forever.” (2
Samuel 7:16).

· “The Mishna Baba Bathra, written some 200 years after Jesus’ birth, is lucidly clear: ‘If a man
says, “This is my son,” he is to be believed.’  Joseph gives such an acknowledgment by naming
the child; thus he becomes the legal father of Jesus.  The identity of Jesus as Son of David is in
God’s plan, but Joseph must give to that plan a cooperative obedience that befits a righteous
man.” – Raymond Brown.

On this holy night, we remember that Mary, Joseph, and the Christ Child as “away in a manger” – away
from home, away from family and friends, away in an unfamiliar place, and away from where decent
people would give birth to a child.  The Holy Family was “away in a manger” because “in those days a
decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be registered.” (Luke 2:1).  Such a
census required families to travel to their ancestral hometown, which for Joseph was Bethlehem – a four
day journey on foot.  For a couple whose lives had already disrupted, having to uproot themselves and
make such an arduous journey in the late stages of Mary’s pregnancy was almost beyond description;
yet here they found themselves some 160 kilometers from home in a strange city that was so teeming
with other visitors brought there by the census that they were forced to give birth to their son in a lowly
stable, “because there was no place for them in the inn.” (2:7).  But all of this occurred so that God’s
promise might once again be fulfilled, for “it is Luke’s basic conviction that emperors, governments, and
laws serve the purpose of God, often without knowing it … Caesar Augustus is more than a date for the
story; he is an instrument of God’s Will.” (Fred Craddock).  The decree of Augustus would be a means
through which the prophecy of Micah is fulfilled in the “little town of Bethlehem”:

· “But you, O Bethlehem of Ephrathah, who are one of the little clans of Judah, from you shall
come forth for me one who is to rule in Israel, whose origin is from old, from ancient days. 
Therefore he shall give them up until the time when she who is in labor is brought forth; then
the rest of his kindred shall return to the people of Israel.  And he shall stand and feed his flock
in the strength of the LORD, in the majesty of the name of the LORD his God.  And they shall live
secure, for now he shall be great to the ends of the earth; and he shall be the one of peace.” –
Micah 5:2-5a.



Jesus is born “away in a manger” so that all of God’s promises to God’s people might be fulfilled, so that
we might rejoice on this holy night that “a child has been born to 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).  Jesus is born “away in a manger” so that the message the angels announce to the
shepherds continues to ring out as “good news of great joy for all people: to you is born this day in the
city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord.” (2:10-11).  Jesus is born “away in a manger” so that
the everlasting light might continue to shine in the dark streets of Bethlehem and every other place
where people :sit in darkness and in the shadow of death” (Luke 1:79), so that for all people in all
generations “the hopes and fears of all the years are met in thee tonight.”  Jesus is born “away in a
manger” so that we might never be away from God’s loving presence; for “away in a manger” is born the
one who is Emmanuel, our confident assurance that “God is with us.” 

In his sermon for Christmas Day of 1544, Martin Luther focuses our attention on the angel’s
announcement to the shepherds and how the sign of the fulfillment of God’s promise is to be found
“away in a manger”:

· “The little word ‘you’ should make us joyful.  For to whom does the angel speak?  To wood or
stones?  No.  He speaks to human beings; and not just to one or two, but to all the people.  How
then shall we understand these words?  Shall we continue to doubt the grace of God and say,
‘St. Peter and St. Paul may well rejoice that their Savior has come, but I may not – I am a
wretched sinner; the dear and precious treasure is not for me’?  My friend, if you would say, ‘He
is not mine,’ then I shall say, ‘Whose is he, then?  Has he come to save geese and ducks and
cows?  If he had come to save another creature, he would certainly have assumed the likeness
of that creature.  But now he has been made the Son of Man.’ … therefore we should write this
little word (with flaming letters) in our hearts: ‘To you!’ and should joyfully welcome the birth of
this Savior.”

On this holy night, we remember that Mary, Joseph, and their newborn child were “away – from home –
in a manger” so that we might never be away from home again.  They left behind all that was safe and
familiar, all of their own hopes and dreams, so that the hopes and fears of all the years might be met by
the good news that Emmanuel has been born and abides with us, and that therefore nothing “can
separate us from the love of God that is ours in Christ Jesus our Lord.” (Romans 8:39).  Mary and Joseph
were obedient to God’s call, which would bring them to this most unlikely place to give birth to a child,
so that through them God’s Will might be accomplished, that through the child born “away in a manger”
we will never be away from the steadfast love of the Lord that “never ceases, his mercies, never come to
an end; they are new every morning; great is your faithfulness.” (Lamentations 3:22-23).  As we give
thanks for the child who is born “away in a manger” on this holy night, we lift our voices in confident
hope that “neither life nor death shall ever from the Lord his children sever” as we sing:

· “Be near me, Lord Jesus; I ask you to stay close by me forever and love me, I pray.  Bless all the
dear children in your tender care and fit us for heaven, to live with you there.”

Jesus is born away – from home – in a manger, so that we might never be away from the home that God
makes for us through Christ’s eternal presence with us, his assurance that “I am with you always, to the
end of the age” (Matthew 28:20), and his promise that “if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come
again and will take you to myself, so that where I am, there you may be also.” (John 14:3).  As Jesus is
born “away in a manger, we hear “the Christmas angels the great glad tidings tell; oh, come to us, abide
with us, our Lord Immanuel!” Amen.


