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CHRISTMAS 2018 
Is 9:1-6; Ps 96:1-3,11-13; Ti 2:11-14; Lk 2:1-14 

 

AWAY IN A MANGER 
Homily by Fr. Michael A. Van Sloun 

Monday, December 24, 2018, 3:00, 5:00, and 10:00 p.m. Masses 

Tuesday, December 25, 2018, 10:30 a.m. Mass 

 

Away in a manger, no crib for a bed, 

  the little Lord Jesus laid down his sweet head. 

The stars in the sky looked down where the lay, 

  the little Lord Jesus asleep on the hay. 
 

O, what a beautiful sight, 

  baby Jesus laying peacefully, asleep, in the manger (Lk 2:7). 

Imagine the scene in your mind. 

His mother Mary, and Joseph,  

  were right alongside of the manger, 

  gazing upon the newborn baby boy, 

    hearts bursting with joy. 

 

The Holy Family was in a cave that was used as an animal pen (implied, Lk 2:7b). 

There was an ox there, and a donkey, too (see Is 1:3). 

And then a few shepherds showed up at the entrance. 

  and they very politely, gingerly, reverently approached the manger (Lk 2:16). 

It was a sight to behold. 

For those shepherds, their hearts were bursting with joy. 

 

The shepherds were awestruck (implied, Lk 2:17-18). 

They had never seen anything like this. 

They had seen newborn babies before. 

Their wives had babies. 

Shepherds lived in the desert. 

Usually their babies were born in a tent. 

After a baby was born, 

  it was wrapped in a blanket, 

  and held in its mother’s arms, 

  or held in its father’s arms, 

  or laid in a crib, 

  or placed on the bed, 

  but they had never seen a baby laying in a manager. 

 

Jesus, laying in the manger: 

  it was a lovely, charming, heartwarming. 

But the shepherds were a bit taken aback. 
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Never, ever, in their entire lives, 

  had they ever seen a baby in a manger. 

 

A manger is a strange place to put a baby, really. 

A manger was an animal feeding trough, or a feeding box. 

 

There were two kinds of mangers, 

  one made of stone, on the ground, 

  and another made of rough wood, a bit above the ground, 

    like the one in front of the altar. 

 

A manger was a place for animal feed, 

  hay, cut grass, cut clover, dried, bundled up, 

    and used later for animal food. 

 

Most of us have been in barns. 

  It is not very clean. 

  It does not smell very good. 

  At night, in winter, it is not very warm. 

 

If we pause and think about this, 

  it is outlandish, really? 

A baby in manger, you’ve got to be serious! 

Moms and dads here, 

  when your baby was born, 

    would you put your baby in a manger? 

I’d “bet the farm” that you would not! 

 

We wax sentimental about the manger. 

  We sing Christmas carols about the manger. 

  We put a manger at the center of the crib set. 

  And then, we don’t give it much more thought. 

  Yet, when it comes to the manger, there is a lot to think about. 

 

For St. Luke, who wrote our gospel account of Jesus’ birth, 

  the manger is no accident. 

For him, the manger is one of the most important details of the birth of Jesus, 

  and something not to be overlooked. 

He went out of his way to stress the manger. 

He doesn’t mention it once or twice. 

He mentions it three times (Lk 2:7,12,16). 

He does not want us to miss it. 

He wants the manger to stick out. 

We are trying to cooperate with St. Luke this Christmas. 

We want to give the manger our special consideration. 

The manger is all by itself in front of the altar, no poinsettias, the manger alone! 
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Remember, the manger is a feeding trough. 

A conscientious farmer wants to take good care of his animals. 

He does not want his animals to go hungry, ever. 

He wants his animals to be well-fed, strong, and healthy. 

For a farmer,  

  it would be unthinkable that the manger would ever run out of food. 

 

The manger makes about major statement about Jesus. 

  Jesus was born to feed us. 

  Jesus is food for our souls. 

 

Jesus, the Good Shepherd (Jn 10:11,14), loves every one of us, his sheep, 

  and to Jesus, it would unthinkable that any of us would ever go hungry. 

 

The animals went up to the manger for hay. 

We go up to the manger for something else. 

We go up to the manger to be fed by Jesus,  

    who himself is the food, 

  and he feeds us with two main food groups. 

 

Jesus feeds us with his Word, the gospel. 

Would you like to talk about good nutrition?   

  About health food? 

We are to go to the manger and listen, 

  to devour his words (see Ez 3:1-3), 

  to digest his Word in our mind, 

  to make his Word the fabric of our very being. 

When we feed on the Word of Jesus,  

  we will have salus, the Latin word for good health, 

  not only good health in this life, but also salvation, eternal life (see Jn 6:68), 

  because his Word has the power to save our souls (Jas 1:21b). 

 

Not only does Jesus feed us with his Word, 

  he also feeds us with his Body in the Eucharist. 

Jesus is the Bread of Life (Jn 6:35,48). 

The manger foreshadows or anticipates  

  the dinner table at the Last Supper. 

On Holy Thursday night Jesus took bread, blessed it, and said, 

  “This is my body, which will be given for you” (Lk 22:19). 

Given:  Jesus is the gift of Christmas, 

  and his Body in the Eucharist is a gift that keeps on giving. 

    over and over again,  

  not just on Christmas,  

    but all year long. 
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The manger is all about food, 

  hay for the animals, of course, 

  and the Gospel and the Eucharist for us, his sheep. 

 

Manger scenes are very popular with religious artists. 

If we were to pay careful attention to details of their artwork, 

  most artists portray Jesus laying on a bed of hay. 

That’s OK,  

  because mangers normally are filled with hay. 

 

But there are some artists that realize the deeper spiritual meaning. 

They understand that there is a reason that Jesus is in a manger: 

  Jesus is food for our souls. 

Every so often we will come across a manger scene, 

  with Jesus laying, not on a bed of hay, but on a bed of wheat. 

Wheat is used for bread. 

Jesus is the Bread of Life (Jn 6:35,48). 

Jesus also said, 

  “One does not live by bread alone” (Lk 4:4), 

  “but by every word that comes forth from the mouth of God” (Dt 8:3b). 

 

If we will look at the manger in front of the altar, 

  it is overflowing with wheat. 

With the child Jesus laying on a bed of wheat, 

  the message is loud and clear, 

    Jesus was born to feed us. 

   

So, on this great feast of Christmas, Jesus is inviting us: 

  “Please come to me at the manger, 

      just like the shepherds, 

      but do not come only on Christmas. 

    Come to the manger over and over again, 

      today and every day. 

    If you do, you will never, ever, go hungry, 

      because I was born to feed you with my Word, 

      and to feed you with my Body and Blood.” 

 

The newborn Jesus, 

  laying in a manger, 

    is food for our souls. 

 

 

 


