
  O Little Town of Bethlehem began with a visit to
—you guessed it—Bethlehem. New England pastor 
Phillips Brooks visited there on horseback on Christmas 
Eve during a year-long sabbatical. He went to see 

where locals said “the shepherds saw the star” and was annoyed 
by the biblical inaccuracy (Luke 2:8-14). But as he rode through the 
fields, he was struck that somewhere near Ruth and Boaz had met, 
David had been born, and shepherds really saw angels 
announcing the Messiah’s birth.


Still struck by that trip two years later, Brooks wrote a poem for 
children at his church to sing on Christmas Eve, 1868. He asked 
the organist, Lewis Redner, to write the music. Redner 
remembered going to bed the night before rehearsal discouraged 
and fruitless (but content he was at least ready to teach the next 
morning). In the middle of the night, he woke up with an idea and 
finished the tune that Sunday morning. Perhaps with his lesson in 
mind, he also advised Brooks to change a line so as not to confuse 
the children with a wrongful view about Mary being morally 
perfect, as only Christ is. Though not his intention, Brooks 
respectfully changed it, then later cut the verse altogether.


Notice how his poem carries the biblical theme of incarnation. 
Bethlehem was “little,” yet chosen for glory, whose dark streets 
became the birthplace of God the Son. After considering this in the 
first two verses, Brooks moves in the second two to carry the 
analogy to us. It ends with a prayer asking for that same Light 
from Bethlehem to shine in our dark hearts and be born in us.


The verse Brooks eventually cut carries this same theme. 
Thankfully, it was still recorded and added to later publications, 
and it’s worth remembering here:

Where children pure and happy pray to the Blessed Child, 

Where misery cries out to Thee, Son of the undefiled [or mother mild]; 

Where Charity stands watching, and Faith holds wide the door, 

The dark night wakes, the glory breaks, & Christmas comes once more.


Scripture to consider:
2 Samuel 7

Isaiah 11

Isaiah 53


Micah 5:1-5

Matthew 1:18-2:23

Luke 2:1-20


John 3:1-21

Colossians 1:15-23

T H E   F I E L D S   C H U R C H     —     H Y M N   O F   T H E   M O N T H
 T H E   F I E L D S   C H U R C H     —     H Y M N   O F   T H E   M O N T H
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