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Edward Hicks (1780-1849), Peaceable Kingdom (1830-1832). This edition of many 
different editions of this same image painted by Hicks between 1820 and his death is 
housed in the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City, the largest museum in 

the Americas. 

 

Stephen Thorpe on “Edward Hicks” (1780-1849) in Grove Art Online (Oxford) – His 
paintings are infused with his intense [Quaker] religious conviction, and he reconciled 
his two vocations by keeping the former ‘within the bounds of innocence and 
usefulness’ and by creating images of morality. Most of his pictures were variations on 
Isaiah’s biblical prophecy (Isaiah 11:6–9). Hicks’s Peaceable Kingdom pictures were 
‘painted sermons’, executed from about 1820 to the time of his death. Allegorical in 
nature, they depict the fulfilment of Isaiah’s prophecy: benign animals and trusting 
infants co-exist with equanimity, while, in the background, William Penn can invariably 
be seen effecting his famous treaty with the Indians. The Peaceable Kingdom paintings 
are imaginative in composition and serene and sincere in mood, although technically 
unsophisticated. They were generally produced as gifts or commissioned works for 
relatives and friends. Occasionally Hicks indulged in homily when he lettered rhymed 
scriptural texts around the border of a picture. 

John S. Knox in World History Encyclopedia at “William Penn” (2022) – Another 
group, called the Quakers, who approached Christianity from an extreme spiritual 
interpretation, also pushed against the status quo. They were often criticized and 
abused for their faith, both by the religious and the civic world. One of their members, 
William Penn (1644-1718), was influential in the establishment of that faith in America 
and was responsible for creating a colony in America where a government was 
established that earnestly and actively sought to protect religious and civil rights. … 
While away from his family's influence, Penn began attending Quaker meetings. These 
meetings were forbidden under the Clarendon Code, which "forbade all religious 
gatherings except those under the auspices of the official Church of England" (Fantel, 
66). Again, Penn found himself pitted against authority concerning his religious 
rights. During one meeting, Penn had the opportunity to listen to Thomas Loe, a 
famous Quaker leader. There, Penn was deeply affected by what he heard. … 
Therefore, Penn established this colony with the hope that religious toleration would 
be maintained without abuse by the government. He argued that “intolerance was 
contrary to reason. To sacrifice the liberty and property of a man for religious causes 
would not win the loyalty of that man for the prince. Enforced conversion ... resembled 
forced marriage" (Beatty, 134). Of course, as the head proprietor and governor of those 
holdings in America, Penn had complete authority as detailed in the Pennsylvania 
charter of 1681. However, he used this position as much as possible to procure liberties 
for the colonists and not to help himself. Sadly, he did not succeed as fully as he had 
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hoped. … Penn's Holy Experiment proved true to its name. It was a testing ground for 
new and innovative ways of dealing with religious tolerance alongside civic 
administration. It showed that, at least for a time, the two kingdoms of faith and 
government could co-exist in ways that were free and fruitful. This form of society 
could prosper and flourish despite hardships, military struggles, and religious 
diversity. 

CHAPTER 11* 

The Ideal Davidic King* 

1 But a shoot shall sprout from the stump* of Jesse,  
and from his roots a bud shall blossom.a  

2 *The spirit of the LORD shall rest upon him:b  
a spirit of wisdom and of understanding,  

A spirit of counsel and of strength,  
a spirit of knowledge and of fear of the LORD,  
3 and his delight shall be the fear of the LORD.  

Not by appearance shall he judge,  
nor by hearsay shall he decide,  

4 But he shall judge the poor with justice,  
and decide fairly for the land’s afflicted.c  

He shall strike the ruthless with the rod of his mouth,  

 
* Isaiah 11 contains a prophecy of the rise of a new Davidic king who will embody the ancient 

ideal of Davidic kingship (vv. 1–9), an elaboration of that prophecy in a further description of that king’s 
rule (v. 10), and a prophecy of God’s deliverance of the chosen people from exile and cessation of 
enmities (vv. 11–16). 

* Here Isaiah looks forward to a new Davidide who will realize the ancient ideals (see Ps 72). The 
oracle does not seem to have a particular historical person in mind. 

* Shoot … stump: the imagery suggests the bankruptcy of the monarchy as embodied in the 
historical kings, along with the need for a new beginning, to spring from the very origin from which 
David and his dynasty arose. Jesse: David’s father (cf. 1 Sm 16:1–13). 

a Is 4:2; 53:2; Jer 23:5–6; 33:14–16; Zec 3:8; 6:12; Rev 22:16. 

* The source of the traditional names of the gifts of the Holy Spirit. The Septuagint and the 
Vulgate read “piety” for “fear of the Lord” in its first occurrence, thus listing seven gifts. 

b Is 42:1; 1 Sm 16:13; Mt 3:16; Mk 1:10; Jn 1:32. 

c Ps 72:2, 4; 98:9. 
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and with the breath of his lips he shall slay the wicked.d  
5 Justice shall be the band around his waist,  

and faithfulness a belt upon his hips.e  
6 *Then the wolf shall be a guest of the lamb,  

and the leopard shall lie down with the young goat;  
The calf and the young lion shall browse together,  

with a little child to guide them.f  
7 The cow and the bear shall graze,  

together their young shall lie down;  
the lion shall eat hay like the ox.g  

8 The baby shall play by the viper’s den,  
and the child lay his hand on the adder’s lair.  

9 They shall not harm or destroy on all my holy mountain;  
for the earth shall be filled with knowledge of the LORD,  
as water covers the sea. 1 

 

The unifying theme of this proclamation or announcement of salvation is the coming 
reign of God, understood and presented in two ways. The first part (vv. 1–5) concerns 
the reign of God in the sociopolitical order by means of the birth or ascension of a new 
and ideal king from the line of David. The second element (vv. 6–9) promises the reign 
of God in the order of creation with the establishment of peace and tranquility among 
all creatures, including predators and their prey. It should be emphasized that this 
vision of the peaceable kingdom has nothing to do with “nature” as such. Here, as 
throughout the Hebrew Bible, the world is understood as God’s creation. 2 

 
d 2 Thes 2:8; Rev 2:16. 

e Eph 6:14. 

* This picture of the idyllic harmony of paradise is a dramatic symbol of universal peace and 
justice under the rule of the new Davidic king. The peace and harmony even among carnivores and their 
natural prey in this description suggest a paradisiac aspect of the reign of the new king. 

f Hos 2:20. 

g Is 65:25. 

1 New American Bible, Revised Edition. (Washington, DC: The United States Conference of 
Catholic Bishops, 2011), Is 11. 

2 Gene M. Tucker, “The Book of Isaiah 1–39,” in New Interpreter’s Bible (ed. Leander E. Keck; vol. 
6; Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1994–2004), 6139–140. 
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In other words, the distinction (separation) we draw between the “natural” and 
the “supernatural” has dire consequences in how we understand what 
CREATION is. All is grace, not just “divine” things. Think of the problems we 
create for ourselves when we make a distinction between “good experiences” 
and “bad experiences.” The fact is that there are only experiences – the moral 
judgment about those experiences comes later, in what we do in or because of 
our experiences. 

Joseph Blenkinsopp (2000: 263) writes: “This splendid poem announces the emergence 
from David’s family line of a ruler divinely endowed with all charismatic attributes 
required to fulfill the ideal, often proclaimed but rarely if ever realized, of bringing 
about a just order in which the poor and the powerless can enjoy equal rights with the 
wealthy and powerful. At his coming, war and all manifestations of violence will be 
abolished (cf. Isaiah 9:7) not only in human society but in the animal world as well. 
Within the tradition of the future golden age, often in the form of apoktastasis or 
“restoration of first creation,” the political order and the order of creation as a whole 
can be and sometimes are connected and interdependent.” 

The terms in the first pair, “wisdom” ( המכח  ḥokmâ) and “understanding” ( הניב  bînâ), 
frequently appear together, not only in the wisdom literature (e.g., Prov 3:13, 19; 8:1; 
10:13) but throughout the OT (e.g., Isa 10:13; Jer 10:12; 51:15; Ezek 28:4). Consequently, it 
is difficult to determine with confidence the specific differences between the two.122 
Together in this context the terms refer to practical wisdom that enables a ruler to 
face reality and deal with it fairly, including in political and judicial matters.123 
Solomon prayed for and was granted understanding (1 Kgs 3:9, 11), and “a ruler who 
lacks understanding is a cruel oppressor” (Prov 28:16). The second pair, “counsel” ( הצע  
ʿēṣâ) and “might” ( הרובג  gĕbûrâ), refer to diplomatic and military judgment and 
authority. The third pair, “knowledge” ( תעד  daʿat) and “the fear of the Lord” ( הוהי תארי  
yirʾat YHWH), refer to the ideal king’s piety. The focus is not “knowledge” in general, 
but knowledge of the Lord, as stated explicitly in 11:9. Thus piety consists in 

 
*122 Wildberger concludes that “wisdom” refers “to the type of wisdom which can handle 

problems of daily living” and “understanding”, more to intellectual abilities “which are necessary for 
one to see beyond the details of a particular situation, make an appropriate assessment, and come to 
conclusions about necessary decisions.” See ibid., 472. 

*123 See O. Kaiser, Isaiah 1–12: A Commentary, trans. R. A. Wilson (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1972) 
158. 
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acknowledgment of and reverence for the Lord. Remarkably, the fear of the Lord “is 
itself a gift of God.”124 3 

Joseph Blenkinsopp (2000: 264) writes: “Emphasis on Spirit-endowment reaffirms the 
charismatic principle with which the hereditary-dynastic principle would normally 
be in contradiction….  Later still it will provide the textual basis for the Seven Gifts of 
the Holy Spirit (sacrum septenarium) developed in the West by Augustine, Gregory the 
Great, and Thomas Aquinas on the basis of LXX, which adds “piety” (Grk. Eusebeia; 
Vulgate spiritus pietatis) to make seven.” 

THE MEANING OF “CAROL” 

 

The Oxford English Dictionary at “carol” – I.1.a. - c1300–1867 - A ring-dance with 
accompaniment of song; ? a ring of men or women holding hands and moving round in 
dancing step. archaic. I.1.b. - a1300–1484 - † Diversion or merry-making of which such 
dances formed a leading feature. Obsolete. [So, in modern French dialect = ‘fête, joie’.] 
I.3.b. – 1502 – esp. A song or hymn of joy sung at Christmas in celebration of the 
Nativity. Rarely applied to hymns on certain other festal occasions. 

JAMES AGEE 
“SURE ON THIS SHINING NIGHT” 

 

Luke 2 (NJB): 6 Now it happened that, while they were there, the time came for her to 
have her child,* 7 and she gave birth to a son, her first-born.c She wrapped him in 
swaddling clothes and laid him in a manger because there was no room for them in the 
living-space.d 8 In the countryside close by there were shepherds out in the fields 
keeping guard over their sheep during the watches of the night. 9 An angel of the Lord 
stood over them and the glory of the Lord shone round them. They were terrified,* 
10 but the angel said, ‘Do not be afraid. Look, I bring you news of great joy, a joy to be 

 
*124 Wildberger, Isaiah 1–12, 473. 

3 Gene M. Tucker, “The Book of Isaiah 1–39,” in New Interpreter’s Bible (ed. Leander E. Keck; vol. 
6; Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1994–2004), 6141. 

* Mt 1:25 

* Ex 24:16f; Tb 5:4b; Mt 1:20g 
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shared by the whole people.* 11 Today in the town of David a Saviour has been born to 
you; he is Christ the Lord.e* 12 And here is a sign for you: you will find a baby wrapped 
in swaddling clothes and lying in a manger.’* 13 And all at once with the angel there was 
a great throng of the hosts of heaven, praising God with the words:  

14 Glory to God in the highest heaven,  
and on earth peace for those he favours.f*  

15 Now it happened that when the angels had gone from them into heaven, the 
shepherds said to one another, ‘Let us go to Bethlehem and see this event which the 
Lord has made known to us.’4 
 

Performance: Will James, Kate James, and Malcolm Archer, Over the Rainbow (2020) 

1909 – 1955 - James Rufus Agee was an American novelist, journalist, poet, 
screenwriter and film critic. In the 1940s, he was one of the most influential film critics 
in the U.S. 

Musical Setting5: Although perhaps most well-known for his orchestral works and 
concertos, Samuel Barber is also celebrated for his huge input into vocal and choral 
music. Barber composed over 100 works for voice and piano, with a majority still 
unpublished. “Sure on this Shining Night” is from his Four Songs set (Op.13, 1940) and 
is widely regarded as one of his finest contributions to the genre. The song is still 
popular today and is regularly programmed and performed around the world.  

Although perhaps most well-known for his orchestral works and concertos, Samuel 
Barber is also celebrated for his huge input into vocal and choral music. Barber 
composed over 100 works for voice and piano, with a majority still unpublished. 
“Sure on this Shining Night” is from his Four Songs set (Op.13, 1940) and is widely 

 
* 1:12g 

* 1:14i 

* Mt 1:21 •1:18m; Is 9:5b 

* Ezk 3:12; 19:38 

4 The New Jerusalem Bible (New York; London; Toronto; Sydney; Auckland: Doubleday, 1990), Lk 
2:6–15. 

5 See: https://classicalexburns.com/2022/03/09/samuel-barber-sure-on-this-shining-night-
hearts-all-whole/.  
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regarded as one of his finest contributions to the genre. The song is still popular today 
and is regularly programmed and performed around the world.  

“Sure on this Shining Night” was based on an untitled lyric from James Agee’s first 
published collection of poems under the title Permit Me Voyage.  Barber and Agee 
became close friends over time, with Barber also setting Agee’s “Knoxville: Summer of 
1915.” 

My point in beginning with this song – “Sure on This Shining Night” – is to 
demonstrate how the meaning of Agee’s poem is difficult to grasp. But we note how the 
composer Samuel Barber expresses his understanding of the poet’s meaning in the 
music he composed to go with these words. Sometimes a song, sometimes music, can 
express the meaning better, and be better understood (because felt) than words. 

 

Sure6 on this shining night 
Of star-made shadows round, 
Kindness must watch for me 

This side the ground. 
 

The late year lies down the north.  
All is healed, all is health. 

High summer holds the earth. 
Hearts all whole. 

 
Sure on this shining night  

I weep for wonder  
Wandering far alone 

Of shadows on the stars. 

 

 

 
6 “sure” – The Oxford English Dictionary at “sure” - II.5.a. - c1330 – That can be depended or 

relied on; trustworthy, reliable. Now rare.  
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“O LITTLE TOWN OF BETHLEHEM” 

 

Author: Bishop Phillips Brooks 
Composer: Lewis H. Redner7 

Tune: St. Louis (Redner) Music: St. Louis, Lewis H. Redner, 1868. Redner was Brooks’ 
organist at Holy Trinity Church in Boston, Massachusetts. The tune came to him on 
Christmas Eve and was first sung the next day. 

Musical performances: Will James, Kate James, and Malcolm Archer, Over the Rainbow 
(2020) – this music for this was composed by Bob Chilcott (who was one of the boy 
Choristers of The King’s College Choir, who then for twelve years after that was a 
member of The King Singers); Amy Grant, A Christmas Album (1983), “Little Town”; 
Patrick Dupré Quigley, A Seraphic Fire Christmas (2012). 

 

 

1. O little town of Bethlehem, 
   How still we see thee lie! 
Above thy deep and dreamless sleep 
   The silent stars go by.  
Yet in thy dark streets shineth 
   The everlasting Light; 
The hopes and fears of all the years 
   Are met in thee to-night. 

2. For Christ is born of Mary, 
And gathered all above, 

 
7 From DAHR (Discography of American Historical Recordings) website: “Lewis Henry Redner 

(December 15, 1831, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania – August 29, 1908, Hotel Marlborough, Atlantic City, 
New Jersey) was an American musician, best known as the composer of the popular Christmas carol "St. 
Louis", better known as "O Little Town of Bethlehem". Redner worked in the real-estate business in 
Philadelphia, and played the organ at four different churches during his life. He spent 19 years as 
organist at the Church of the Holy Trinity, Philadelphia. While there, he set Pastor Phillips Brooks's 
poem of his recollection of a pilgrimage to Bethlehem to music on Christmas Eve, 1868, and the carol 
was first sung the next day. Redner was very involved with local charities. He served on the first board 
of Sunday Breakfast Rescue Mission, a homeless shelter and soup kitchen, in 1878.” 
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While mortals sleep, the angels keep 
Their watch of wondering love.  
O morning stars together, 
Proclaim the holy birth, 
And praises sing to God the King, 
And peace to men on earth! 

3. How silently, how silently, 
   The wondrous gift is given; 
So God imparts to human hearts 
   The blessings of His Heaven. 
No ear may hear His coming, 
   But in this world of sin, 
Where meek souls will receive Him still, 
   The dear Christ enters in. 

4. O holy Child of Bethlehem, 
Descend to us, we pray! 
Cast out our sin and enter in, 
Be born in us today. 
We hear the Christmas angels, 
The great glad tidings tell; 
O come to us, abide with us, 
Our Lord Emmanuel! 

 

BACKGROUND 

 

How beautifully the glorious message of Christmas is told in this well-phrased hymn 
by Phillips Brooks (1835-1893), one of America’s most outstanding ministers of the past 
century. During a trip to the Holy Land in 1865,8 Brooks went to the Church of the 

 
8 The American Civil War (also the War between the States, or simply the Civil War) was a civil 

war fought from 1861 to 1865 between the United States (the "Union" or the "North") and several 
Southern slave states that had declared their secession and formed the Confederate States of America (the 
"Confederacy" or the "South"). The war had its origin in the fractious issue of slavery, and, after four years 
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Nativity in Bethlehem on Christmas Eve and worshiped there. He was deeply moved 
by this experience. Three years later, while pastoring the Holy Trinity Church in 
Philadelphia, Brooks desired to have a special carol for the children to sing in their 
Sunday school Christmas program. Recalling the peaceful scene in the little town of 
Bethlehem, Brooks completed the writing of the text in just one evening. He gave a copy 
of the words to his organist, Lewis R. Redner, and requested him to compose a melody 
that would be easy for the children to sing. On the evening just before the program was 
to be given, Redner awakened suddenly from his sleep with the present melody in his 
mind—and he quickly wrote it out. “O Little Town of Bethlehem” has been a favorite 
with children and adults around the world since that time. 9 

Scripture: Micah 5:1-3 

1 *But you, Bethlehem-Ephrathaha  
least among the clans of Judah,  

From you shall come forth for me  
one who is to be ruler in Israel;  

Whose origin is from of old,  
from ancient times.  

2 Therefore the Lord will give them up, until the time  
when she who is to give birth has borne,*  

Then the rest of his kindred shall return  
to the children of Israel.b  

3 He shall take his place as shepherd  
by the strength of the LORD,  
by the majestic name of the LORD, his God;  

And they shall dwell securely, for now his greatness  

 
of bloody combat (mostly in the South), the Confederacy was defeated, slavery was abolished, and the 
difficult Reconstruction process of restoring unity and guaranteeing rights to the freed slaves began. 

9Osbeck, K. W. (1990). Amazing Grace: 366 inspiring hymn stories for daily devotions. Includes 
indexes. (370). Grand Rapids, Mich.: Kregel Publications. 

* Salvation will come through a “messiah,” an anointed ruler. The Book of Micah shares with 
Isaiah the expectation that God will deliver Israel through a king in the line of David. Bethlehem-
Ephrathah is the home of the Davidic line. 

a Ru 1:2; 1 Sm 17:12; Mt 2:6; Jn 7:42. 

* These words are sometimes understood as a reference to Isaiah’s Emmanuel oracle, given some 
thirty years earlier (Is 7:14). The Gospel of Matthew reports that the chief priests and scribes cite this 
passage as the ancient promise of a messiah in the line of David to be born in Bethlehem (Mt 2:5–6). 

b Is 7:14; 11:1–2. 
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shall reach to the ends of the earth:  
4 he shall be peace.* 10 

 

Bethlehem is significant in two ways, as the town from which the great David sprang, 
and as a place very tiny to have produced so great a man. The story of David’s origin 
from an obscure town was no doubt true, but emphasis on it is in part due to a 
fondness on the part of Old Testament writers for the theme: reversal of fortunes, 
rags to riches. Thus, when Samuel told Saul he would be king, Saul replied (1 Samuel 
9:21*): “Am I not a Benjaminite, from the least of the tribes of Israel? And is not my 
family the humblest of all the families of the tribe of Benjamin?” Similarly, Gideon says: 
“How can I save Israel? My clan is the poorest in Manasseh, and I am the youngest in 
my father’s house” (Judges 6:15*). The theme gave pleasure as a satisfying narrative 
element, while at a religious level it expressed the working of divine power contrary 
to human capabilities or expectations. The term “clans” ( יפֵלְאַ ) refers to a basic and 
ancient feature of Israelite social organization, the “thousands,” the troops raised from 
each tribal subdivision ( החָפָּשְׁמִ ) for military purposes. It recalls the pre-monarchic times 
of Moses, Joshua, and the Judges, and thereby throws hearers of this prophecy back 
to the time before the coming of the first king. 11 

Wikipedia entry under “O Little Town of Bethlehem,” notes how Redner recounted the 
story of his composition: “As Christmas of 1868 approached, Mr. Brooks told me that he 
had written a simple little carol for the Christmas Sunday-school service, and he asked 
me to write the tune to it. The simple music was written in great haste and under great 
pressure. We were to practice it on the following Sunday. Mr. Brooks came to me on 
Friday, and said, ‘Redner, have you ground out that music yet to "O Little Town of 
Bethlehem"? I replied, 'No,' but that he should have it by Sunday. On the Saturday night 
previous my brain was all confused about the tune. I thought more about my Sunday-

 
* Peace: he will not only symbolize but also bring about harmony and wholeness. 

10 New American Bible, Revised Edition. (Washington, DC: The United States Conference of 
Catholic Bishops, 2011), Mic 5:1–4. 

* 21 Saul answered, “I am only a Benjaminite, from the least of the tribes of Israel, and my family 
is the humblest of all the families of the tribe of Benjamin. Why then have you spoken to me in this way?” 
1 Samuel 9:21 (NRSV) 

* 15 He responded, “But sir, how can I deliver Israel? My clan is the weakest in Manasseh, and I 
am the least in my family.” Judges 6:15 (NRSV) 

11Hillers, D. R., Hanson, P. D., & Fisher, L. R. (1984). Micah: A commentary on the book of the Prophet 
Micah. Includes indexes. Hermeneia--a critical and historical commentary on the Bible (65). Philadelphia: 
Fortress Press. 
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school lesson than I did about the music. But I was roused from sleep late in the night 
hearing an angel-strain whispering in my ear, and seizing a piece of music paper I 
jotted down the treble of the tune as we now have it, and on Sunday morning before 
going to church I filled in the harmony. Neither Mr. Brooks nor I ever thought the 
carol or the music to it would live beyond that Christmas of 1868.” 

“A CHRISTMAS CAROL” 

 

Author - Christina Rossetti, in 1872, wrote these words in response to a request from the 
magazine Scribner’s Monthly for a Christmas poem. She was a sister of the artist and 
poet Dante Gabriel Rossetti and features in several of his paintings. 

Musical performances: The Queen’s Six with Richard Pinel, in the album, Lo, How a 
Rose E’er Blooming (2017); Sarah McLachlan, Wintersong (2006); Poella, In the Bleak 
Midwinter (Piano & Poetry), (2019); James Taylor at Christmas (2006). 

 

In the bleak mid-winter  
   Frosty wind made moan,  
Earth stood hard as iron,  
   Water like a stone;  
Snow had fallen, snow on snow,  
   Snow on snow,  
In the bleak mid-winter  
   Long ago.  

Our God, Heaven cannot hold Him  
   Nor earth sustain;  
Heaven and earth shall flee away  
   When He comes to reign:  
In the bleak mid-winter  
   A stable-place sufficed  
The Lord God Almighty  
   Jesus Christ.  
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Enough for Him whom cherubim  
   Worship night and day,  
A breastful of milk  
   And a mangerful of hay;  
Enough for Him whom angels  
   Fall down before,  
The ox and ass and camel  
   Which adore.  

Angels and archangels  
   May have gathered there,  
Cherubim and seraphim  
   Thronged the air,  
But only His mother  
   In her maiden bliss  
Worshipped the Beloved  
   With a kiss. 

What can I give Him,  
   Poor as I am?  
If I were a shepherd  
   I would bring a lamb,  
If I were a wise man  
   I would do my part, -   
Yet what I can I give Him, 
   Give my heart. 
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GANZ 1 NOTES ON “O LITTLE 
TOWN OF BETHLEHEM” (1868)  

 
Version: 9 December 2012; 11 December 2015; 14 December 2015; 13, 15 
December 2020; 1, 4, 5 December 2023 

 

PERFORMANCES 

 

Musical performances: Will James, Kate James, and Malcolm Archer, Over the 
Rainbow (2020) – this music for this was composed by Bob Chilcott (who was one 
of the boy Choristers of The King’s College Choir, who then for twelve years 
after that was a member of The King Singers); Amy Grant, A Christmas Album 
(1983), “Little Town”; Patrick Dupré Quigley, A Seraphic Fire Christmas (2012). 

 

TEXT 

 

How beautifully the glorious message of Christmas is told in this well-phrased 
hymn by Phillips Brooks (1835-1893), one of America’s most outstanding 
ministers of the past century. During a trip to the Holy Land in 1865,2 Brooks 

 
1 Father Richard H. Ganz (b. 1954) of Portland, OR, Founder and Director of the Faber 

Institute: https://faberinstitute.com.  

2 The American Civil War (also the War between the States, or simply the Civil War) was 
a civil war fought from 1861 to 1865 between the United States (the "Union" or the "North") and 
several Southern slave states that had declared their secession and formed the Confederate States 
of America (the "Confederacy" or the "South"). The war had its origin in the fractious issue of 
slavery, and, after four years of bloody combat (mostly in the South), the Confederacy was 
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went to the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem on Christmas Eve and 
worshiped there. He was deeply moved by this experience. Three years later, 
while pastoring the Holy Trinity Church in Philadelphia, Brooks desired to have 
a special carol for the children to sing in their Sunday school Christmas program. 
Recalling the peaceful scene in the little town of Bethlehem, Brooks completed 
the writing of the text in just one evening. He gave a copy of the words to his 
organist, Lewis R. Redner, and requested him to compose a melody that would 
be easy for the children to sing. On the evening just before the program was to be 
given, Redner awakened suddenly from his sleep with the present melody in his 
mind—and he quickly wrote it out. “O Little Town of Bethlehem” has been a 
favorite with children and adults around the world since that time. 3 

Author: Bishop Phillips Brooks 
Composer: Lewis H. Redner4 

Tune: St. Louis (Redner) Music: St. Louis, Lewis H. Redner, 1868. Redner was 
Brooks’ organist at Holy Trinity Church in Boston, Massachusetts. The tune came 
to him on Christmas Eve and was first sung the next day. 

Scripture: Micah 5:1-3 

1 *But you, Bethlehem-Ephrathaha  
least among the clans of Judah,  

 
defeated, slavery was abolished, and the difficult Reconstruction process of restoring unity and 
guaranteeing rights to the freed slaves began. 

3Osbeck, K. W. (1990). Amazing Grace: 366 inspiring hymn stories for daily devotions. 
Includes indexes. (370). Grand Rapids, Mich.: Kregel Publications. 

4 From DAHR (Discography of American Historical Recordings) website: “Lewis Henry 
Redner (December 15, 1831, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania – August 29, 1908, Hotel Marlborough, 
Atlantic City, New Jersey) was an American musician, best known as the composer of the 
popular Christmas carol "St. Louis", better known as "O Little Town of Bethlehem". Redner 
worked in the real-estate business in Philadelphia, and played the organ at four different 
churches during his life. He spent 19 years as organist at the Church of the Holy Trinity, 
Philadelphia. While there, he set Pastor Phillips Brooks's poem of his recollection of a 
pilgrimage to Bethlehem to music on Christmas Eve, 1868, and the carol was first sung the next 
day. Redner was very involved with local charities. He served on the first board of Sunday 
Breakfast Rescue Mission, a homeless shelter and soup kitchen, in 1878.” 

* Salvation will come through a “messiah,” an anointed ruler. The Book of Micah shares 
with Isaiah the expectation that God will deliver Israel through a king in the line of David. 
Bethlehem-Ephrathah is the home of the Davidic line. 

a Ru 1:2; 1 Sm 17:12; Mt 2:6; Jn 7:42. 
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From you shall come forth for me  
one who is to be ruler in Israel;  

Whose origin is from of old,  
from ancient times.  

2 Therefore the Lord will give them up, until the time  
when she who is to give birth has borne,*  

Then the rest of his kindred shall return  
to the children of Israel.b  

3 He shall take his place as shepherd  
by the strength of the LORD,  
by the majestic name of the LORD, his God;  

And they shall dwell securely, for now his greatness  
shall reach to the ends of the earth:  
4 he shall be peace.* 5 

 

Bethlehem is significant in two ways, as the town from which the great David 
sprang, and as a place very tiny to have produced so great a man. The story of 
David’s origin from an obscure town was no doubt true, but emphasis on it is 
in part due to a fondness on the part of Old Testament writers for the theme: 
reversal of fortunes, rags to riches. Thus, when Samuel told Saul he would be 
king, Saul replied (1 Samuel 9:21*): “Am I not a Benjaminite, from the least of the 
tribes of Israel? And is not my family the humblest of all the families of the tribe 
of Benjamin?” Similarly, Gideon says: “How can I save Israel? My clan is the 
poorest in Manasseh, and I am the youngest in my father’s house” (Judges 6:15*). 
The theme gave pleasure as a satisfying narrative element, while at a religious 

 
* These words are sometimes understood as a reference to Isaiah’s Emmanuel oracle, 

given some thirty years earlier (Is 7:14). The Gospel of Matthew reports that the chief priests and 
scribes cite this passage as the ancient promise of a messiah in the line of David to be born in 
Bethlehem (Mt 2:5–6). 

b Is 7:14; 11:1–2. 

* Peace: he will not only symbolize but also bring about harmony and wholeness. 

5 New American Bible, Revised Edition. (Washington, DC: The United States Conference of 
Catholic Bishops, 2011), Mic 5:1–4. 

* 21 Saul answered, “I am only a Benjaminite, from the least of the tribes of Israel, and my 
family is the humblest of all the families of the tribe of Benjamin. Why then have you spoken to 
me in this way?” 1 Samuel 9:21 (NRSV) 

* 15 He responded, “But sir, how can I deliver Israel? My clan is the weakest in Manasseh, 
and I am the least in my family.” Judges 6:15 (NRSV) 
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level it expressed the working of divine power contrary to human capabilities 
or expectations. The term “clans” ( יפֵלְאַ ) refers to a basic and ancient feature of 
Israelite social organization, the “thousands,” the troops raised from each tribal 
subdivision ( החָפָּשְׁמִ ) for military purposes. It recalls the pre-monarchic times of 
Moses, Joshua, and the Judges, and thereby throws hearers of this prophecy 
back to the time before the coming of the first king. 6 

Wikipedia entry under “O Little Town of Bethlehem,” notes how Redner 
recounted the story of his composition: “As Christmas of 1868 approached, Mr. 
Brooks told me that he had written a simple little carol for the Christmas Sunday-
school service, and he asked me to write the tune to it. The simple music was 
written in great haste and under great pressure. We were to practice it on the 
following Sunday. Mr. Brooks came to me on Friday, and said, ‘Redner, have you 
ground out that music yet to "O Little Town of Bethlehem"? I replied, 'No,' but 
that he should have it by Sunday. On the Saturday night previous my brain was 
all confused about the tune. I thought more about my Sunday-school lesson than 
I did about the music. But I was roused from sleep late in the night hearing an 
angel-strain whispering in my ear, and seizing a piece of music paper I jotted 
down the treble of the tune as we now have it, and on Sunday morning before 
going to church I filled in the harmony. Neither Mr. Brooks nor I ever thought 
the carol or the music to it would live beyond that Christmas of 1868.” 
 

THE CHRISTMAS PARDON OF 1868 

 

The first Civil War amnesty proclamation was issued by President Abraham 
Lincoln on December 8, 1863. It offered pardons to any person taking an oath to 
support the Constitution and the Union and pledging to abide by all Federal 
laws and proclamations in reference to slavery made during the period of the 
rebellion. Six classes of persons were excluded from the benefits of the amnesty, 
including any persons known to have treated unlawfully black prisoners of war 
and their white officers…. On May 29, 1865 after the war was over, President 
Andrew Johnson issued his first amnesty proclamation, citing the failure of 
many to take advantage of Lincoln’s earlier proclamation. Under the new 
terms, Johnson incorporated Lincoln’s seven exceptions from the general 

 
6Hillers, D. R., Hanson, P. D., & Fisher, L. R. (1984). Micah: A commentary on the book of the 

Prophet Micah. Includes indexes. Hermeneia--a critical and historical commentary on the Bible 
(65). Philadelphia: Fortress Press. 
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amnesty with a few alterations and added seven more, including persons who 
had broken the oath taken under the provisions of the proclamation of December 
8, 1863…. And on this day in history, 25 December 1868, Johnson’s final 
amnesty proclamation (“The Christmas Pardon”) was extended 
“unconditionally and without reservation” to all who had participated in the 
rebellion.”7 

 

THE TEXT (ANNOTATED) 

 

1     O little town of Bethlehem,  
How still we see thee lie! 8 
Above thy deep and dreamless sleep 9 
The silent stars10 go by11;  

 
7 See: https://legallegacy.wordpress.com/2015/12/25/december-25-1868-president-

andrew-johnson-pardons-all-confederates/.  

8 It would appear that the author is looking down on Bethlehem from above (see the 
note above about Brooks getting the idea for this when on the hills above Bethlehem at night), for 
we are able to see the whole town lying before us. However, our perspective is not from heaven, 
for we are invited to look up and notice the stars wheeling above. 

9 Obviously, we to whom the author is speaking are awake, which it appears makes us 
unusual among the inhabitants of Bethlehem. The idea of “dreamless” suggests to me a people 
who have ceased to hope, who no longer dream, who are already deep inside a cultivated 
hopelessness. But “dreamless” also suggests in biblical culture a people who have lost their 
ability for divine revelation, because that ancient Jewish culture (and not that one only) believed 
God spoke in dreams, and often when God wishes to convey something of particular importance. 
But also when a person is unable to dream, he or she will go mad. 

10 This idea of “silent stars” may be a reference to how non-Judaic religions of the ancient 
world read meaning in the stars (thus the famous Magi of Matthew 2), understanding even that 
the stars were actually gods. So the fact that they are “silent” suggests that what is to happen in 
Bethlehem will permanently silence the stars, silent finally before the truth of the Christ. 

11 Note that the “go by” inserts into the apparently motionless scene a sense of motion. 
The heavens are moving, as if to suggest that Heaven is in motion. But this heavenly motion of 
“silent stars” also suggests a kind of dumb passing of stars through space, as if blindly in 
motion. As a result the idea from Matthew 2 (the Magi) that the “star stopped” is a powerful 
indicator of a force far greater than the stars is at work on this holy night. Matthew 2:9 – “After 
their audience with the king they set out. And behold, the star that they had seen at its rising 
preceded them, until it came and stopped over the place where the child was.” 
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Yet in the dark streets shineth  
The everlasting Light; 12 
The hopes and fears of all the years  
Are met in thee tonight. 13 

2     For Christ is born of Mary, 14 
And gathered all above,  
While mortals sleep, the angels keep  
Their watch of wond’ring love. 15 
O morning stars, together  
Proclaim the holy birth,  
And praises sing to God the King,  
And peace to men on earth! 16 

3     How silently, how silently 17 
The wondrous gift is giv’n!  

 
12 This suggests to me that we are meant to see Mary and Joseph on the donkey, making 

their way through the streets, rejected at already crowded inns, both of them perhaps unaware of 
the “everlasting light” that Mary carries within herself. The feeling that I get from this opening 
scene is that of the Glory passing by while, typically, humans are asleep, not noticing in “deep 
and dreamless sleep,” not ready to receive so great a gift.  

13 It is not that hope meets fears in the streets this night; rather, Christ in the womb meets 
us as we are; that is, a mixed bag of hopes and fears. We are “met” there, just as we are, by God 
who comes, “God with us,” the Emmanuel. 

14 The “for” here means “because”; that is, it is clarifying that God has come as one like 
us, born of a woman. That is, BECAUSE the second Divine Person becomes human, God is 
uniquely ABLE to meet us “in our hopes and fears of all the years.” 

15 Notice that this hymn invites us to notice what no one else is noticing. Everyone is 
asleep in Bethlehem, but the angels notice with wondering love (an interesting choice of 
participle – “wondering” rather than, say, “worshipping” or “knowing” love). It is a typical 
characteristic of humans; namely, that we are asleep when God comes, is active for us and for our 
salvation; we have other things occupying our attention. This wonderful phrase “wondering 
love” reminds me of George Herbert in his Love III poem where he writes of “quick-eyed 
love” as that which Divine Love demonstrates toward me who is “unworthy to be here.” 

16 Only someone who knows the earliest time of the morning, when the stars come out, 
even before the birds begin to sing, can understand why the delicacy of this starlight affixed in a 
sky that is just beginning to welcome the morning light is like praise. 

17 The author at this point begins to feel a grace of wonder blooming within him. The 
grace that he has been beholding now starts to strike him with force, to affect his understanding 
of God who gives so awesome a gift in such stillness, in such an understated and delicate way. 
Who is God, and what is He like to proceed in this way? Notice also how this stillness of God, 
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So God imparts to human hearts  
The blessings of His heav’n. 18 
No ear may hear His coming,  
But in this world of sin,  
Where meek19 souls will receive Him, still, 20 
The dear Christ enters in. 21 

4     O holy Child of Bethlehem!  
Descend to us, we pray; 22 

 
inside of which He moves, contrasts with the stillness of Bethlehem—“how still we see thee lie.” 
The former stillness is an expression of the majesty and effortless effectiveness of God; the 
latter stillness is that of inattention and sin. 

18 Heaven is not a place but a kind of relationship. In this case, it is the establishing of a 
relationship between God and human beings, initiated by God. The Old Testament refers to 
“salvation” as the restoring of a “right relationship” between God and human beings. So, 
“heaven” is all that we experience of blessing and peace and hope and love when we sense 
that our relationship with God is real, perfectly matched to the way we actually are. This 
relationship requires no “performing” on our part, because God meets us where we are and 
walks with us, showing us how to love him, showing us what our hope has always known. 

19 The Oxford English Dictionary at “meek” – “Not proud or self-willed; piously humble; 
patient and unresentful under injury or reproach; (esp. of a woman) demure, quiet. Frequently 
connoting the gentleness (esp. towards the weak, the humble, and the poor) consonant with a 
Christian virtue; cf. post-classical Latin mansuetus (Vulgate), Hellenistic Greek πρᾶος (New 
Testament). Use of meek as a noun is predominantly in this sense: see branch B. The distinction 
between this and sense A. 2b   is not always clear, since more or less similar qualities of meekness 
have often been regarded as laudable in certain contexts (as in Christian humility, or, formerly, in 
women's or servants' characters) but as weak or effeminate in others.” 

20 This adverb “still” is significant. By it, the author clarifies that Christ’s coming—the 
incarnation of God for us and within our context—ceases to be merely historical (as those in sin 
affirm or assume); Christ’s coming never ceases in those who are “meek” before him. It is also a 
double-meaning: being still is essential to being able to notice “how silently / how silently / the 
wondrous gift is given.” 

21 The use of the adjective “dear” emphasizes that the author has had a personal 
experience of Christ; he knows Christ enough to know that “dear” is a perfectly appropriate 
adjective describing him. 

22 The author now moves from vision to prayer; he activates the relationship with Christ 
by speaking to him, but not at any point in Christ’s earthly life but at that point in his divine life 
when he first appeared as “one like us in all things but sin.” It is through an experience of the 
incarnation—“how silently the wondrous gift is given!”—that the author feels the desire for 
Christ to come to him afresh. However, it is significant that this grace that he is feeling is not a 
“Jesus and me” narcissism – “descend to us, we pray”, for he prays this prayer as if speaking for 
all of us, even and especially us who are asleep—“O come to us, abide with us.” 
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Cast out our sin, and enter in,  
Be born in us today! 23 
We hear the Christmas angels  
The great glad tidings tell; 24 
O come to us, abide with us,  
Our Lord Immanuel! 25  

 

BIOGRAPHY OF BISHOP PHILLIPS BROOKS26 

 

Phillips Brooks (born Dec. 13, 1835, Boston, Mass., U.S.—died Jan. 23, 1893, 
Boston), American Episcopal clergyman renowned as a preacher. 

A member of a wealthy old Brahmin family of New England, Brooks attended 
Harvard University (1851–55) and taught briefly at the Boston Latin School 
before attending the Episcopal Seminary at Alexandria, Va., being ordained there 
on July 1, 1859. The following month he began his ministry at the Church of the 
Advent in Philadelphia, where his impressive personality and eloquence won 
crowds of admirers. Three years later he became rector of Holy Trinity in the 
same city. Except for a year of travel abroad in 1865–66, he remained there seven 
years, during which he finished the lyrics of his famous Christmas carol, “O 

 
23 As my novice Director, Fr. Gordon Moreland, S.J. was fond of saying: “It is not that we 

ask God for too much, and then are disappointed that God fails to answer our prayer. Rather, it is 
that we ask for too pathetically little of God.” Notice the importance of the “Be born in us 
today.” The author is asking, boldly, for everything possible to ask; namely, for Christ himself to 
be born in us, now. In this regard, the poet is asking for us the grace of Mary at her 
Annunciation, the grace of saying a YES like hers. 

24 This is a great moment when suddenly at least some of us have awakened in the night 
to hear the angels singing—“We hear!” I should mention here that hymns are themselves 
sacramental; that is, they cause the grace their words and music put before our attention. In this 
case, we who sing the carol find ourselves, by the hymn’s end, awake and listening. Perhaps 
the present-day “angels” are the believers who with me are singing this Christmas carol. 

25Logos Hymnal. 1995 (1st edition.). Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc. 

26 "Phillips Brooks." Encyclopædia Britannica. Encyclopædia Britannica Online Academic 
Edition. Encyclopædia Britannica Inc., 2012. Web. 09 Dec. 2012. 
<http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/81281/Phillips-Brooks>. 
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Little Town of Bethlehem” (music by Lewis H. Redner). In 1869 he accepted the 
rectorship of Boston’s Trinity Church, the nation’s stronghold of 
Episcopalianism, and retained that position until he became bishop of 
Massachusetts in 1891. 

In Lectures on Preaching (delivered at Yale University in 1877), Brooks offered his 
most influential assay of his profession, defining preaching as “the bringing of 
truth through personality,” by which he meant a kind of radiant optimism. His 
own eloquence was matched by his commanding, handsome figure, standing six 
feet four inches tall and weighing (in his prime) 300 pounds. His charismatic 
preaching became so renowned that he was invited in 1880 to preach at 
Westminster Abbey in London and at the Royal Chapel at Windsor before Queen 
Victoria. In 1890 he conducted an acclaimed series of services at Trinity Church, 
New York City. Several volumes of his sermons were published during his 
lifetime and posthumously. 

BIOGRAPHY OF LEWIS H. REDNER, ORGANIST 

 

Lewis Redner falls into a class of composers known for a single work associated 
with Christmas, a single work so popular as to eclipse the fame of its creator. 
Like Katherine K. Davis and John Henry Hopkins, Jr., composers of, respectively, 
"The Little Drummer Boy" and We Three Kings of Orient Are," Redner is viewed 
as a largely marginal figure in American music, despite the popularity of his 
Christmas carol "O Little Town of Bethlehem." Many will assert, of course, that 
although Redner wrote other music -- largely forgotten fare -- he was obviously 
not an outstanding composer and thus deserves his lesser status. Perhaps so. The 
apparently modest Redner himself would probably not have objected to such an 
assessment, as he was an organist first and composer second. Redner's lone hit, 
however, will undoubtedly keep his name from falling into total obscurity, as 
well as continue to serve as inspiration to other lesser composers. 

Lewis Henry Redner was born in Philadelphia on December 15, 1831. Relatively 
little is known about his life: it seems he was a talented keyboard player in his 
youth, and eventually began playing the organ for services in the Episcopal 
Church. 

Redner's primary occupation in his adult years, however, was not musician but 
real estate agent. On the side, he was chief organist at four churches during his 
career. The most enduring and important of these posts was at the Church of the 
Holy Trinity in Rittenhouse Square, Philadelphia, where he served for 19 years. 
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It was during his stint there, in 1868, that Redner wrote his famous tune, which 
turned out to be the product of a last-minute scramble. The rector of Holy 
Trinity, Rev. Phillips Brooks, had written a poem for children about his then-
recent Middle Eastern trip to Bethlehem and asked Redner to compose a tune for 
it for that year's Christmas service. Redner apparently stumbled in his initial 
efforts, but finally penned the famous melody on Christmas Eve. Incidentally, 
the tune to the famous carol is generally known as St. Louis. ("O Little Town of 
Bethlehem" is sung in the U.K. to the tune Forest Green in an adaptation by 
Ralph Vaughan Williams.) 

Redner also worked with the church's Sunday school program and seems to have 
devoted much of his life to religious worship in general. He was never married. 
Redner died in Atlantic City, NJ, on August 29, 1908. 27 

 

 

 

 
27 Taken from http://www.allmusic.com/artist/lewis-redner-mn0001649579.  


