
The Life of Phillips Brooks



Birth and Early Life

• Phillips Brooks was born in Andover, Massachusetts 
on Sunday, December 13, 1835, the second of six 
children.

• His father was William Gray Brooks and his mother, 
Mary Ann Phillips.

• Phillips was a descendent of Rev. John Cotton, the 
puritan non-conformist who sailed for the 
Massachusetts Bay Colony in 1633. 



William Gray Brooks



Mary Ann Phillips & Phillips



Birth and Early Life

• The Brooks’ home became the children’s choicest 
treasure - great parental love.

• Education became the supreme motive.
• Morning and evening prayers (9:00 p.m.).
• Books were read aloud.
• They began to go to church at St. Paul’s Episcopal in 

1842 when Phillips was 6 years old and attended 
twice on Sundays.

• The children learned a hymn every Sunday; when 
Phillips went to college, he could recite 200 of them.



Birth and Early Life

• At eight years of age, he was sent to a private 
school, Adams Grammar School (1843-46).

• From 1846 to 1851, he went to the Boston Latin 
School and received training in the classics.

• He remained at the Latin School for five years until 
his preparation for college was completed.

• He was one of six who took the Franklin medal when 
he graduated, which stood for excellence in the final 
examinations in Latin, Greek, and mathematics.



Harvard College (1851-1855)

• Phillips entered Harvard in the fall of 1851; he was 
almost 16 years old.

• Brooks was 6’3½” tall and weighed 161 lbs.
• Henry Wadsworth Longfellow was a professor of 

literature at Harvard in 1851.
• There was a total of 304 students in the college in 

1851; 626 in all departments.
• The library in Gore Hall contained 60,000 vols. 



Brooks in His Junior Year at Harvard



Harvard College (1851-1855)

• In his last year, he was elected to Phi Beta Kappa.
• Phillips had the highest grades in Greek and very 

close to the highest in Latin. He learned to read 
German with ease and acquired a good reading 
knowledge of French.

• He was drawn to the writers of the 18th century: 
Boswell’s Johnson, Goldsmith, Swift, Leigh Hunt, and 
David Hume.

• He read Shakespeare, Lamb, and Southey and had a 
strong taste for biography.



Harvard College (1851-1855)

• He studied the French Revolution and admired 
Thomas Carlyle’s 3-volume work as “a masterpiece 
of art.”

• The writer who exerted the strongest influence on 
him was Tennyson. In Memoriam had been 
published in 1849.

• Phillips graduated from Harvard when he was 19, 
attending commencement on Tuesday, July 17, 
1855.



After Graduation (1855-1856) 

• Phillips taught in the Boston Latin School, beginning 
in September, 1855.

• He was unable to keep order in his class, and Francis 
Gardner, the headmaster, complained that “he had 
in him no single element of a successful school 
teacher.”

• He was asked to resign – had a terrible class of boys.
• He spent six months thinking about his life and next 

opportunity.



On the Eve of Seminary

“As we pass from some experience to some 
experiment, from a tried to an untried scene of 
life, it is as when we turn to a new page in a book 
we have never read before, but whose author we 
know and love and trust to give us on every page 
words of counsel and purity and strengthening 
virtue.”

- Phillips Brooks



Protestant Episcopal Seminary

• Phillips entered the Protestant Episcopal Seminary in 
Alexandria, Virginia on November 7, 1856, and 
graduated in 1859.

• He noted that “Hebrew is a tough old tongue, as 
independent as these thirteen United States, so that 
no little previous knowledge of any other language 
helps one out at all in his dealings with it.”



Protestant Episcopal Seminary



Church of the Advent

• Brooks began his ministry at the Church of the 
Advent in Philadelphia on Sunday, July 10, 1859.

• They imposed a three-month trial period before they 
called him.

• He lived at 701 Vine Street in Philadelphia.
• In Brooks’ pocket diary: “Friday, December 2, 1859, 

10:15 a.m. John Brown hung in Charlestown, VA.”



Church of the Advent



Church of the Advent

• In a letter to his father, he wrote: “My people live all 
over creation, the only rule being that nobody shall 
live anywhere near the church and no two anywhere 
near each other.”

• He quickly became known throughout the United 
States, receiving calls from churches in Cleveland, 
Harrisburg, Cincinnati, Providence, Newport, and 
San Francisco in the first year.



Church of the Advent

• In 1861, the Civil War began and “his letters became 
a chronicle of the war” – thousands of them.

• On Monday, February 25, 1861, he wrote: “I saw 
‘Abe’ on Thursday. He is a good-looking, substantial 
sort of a man, and I believe he’ll do the work. At any 
rate it’s a satisfaction to have an honest man there, 
even if he can’t do much.”



Holy Trinity, Philadelphia

• Phillips preached his first sermon at Holy Trinity on 
December 29, 1861.

• “He was now launched on the stream of a great and 
growing popularity, which was to gain new 
momentum with each increasing year.”

• From 1865 to 1866, Phillips went abroad, sailing 
from New York to Europe.



Holy Trinity, Philadelphia



Brooks at 27



Trip to the Holy Land

• In 1865, Brooks took a year-long voyage abroad on 
leave from the Holy Trinity Church in Philadelphia.

• He visited the Holy Land from December, 1865 to 
January, 1866.

• He was deeply moved by the sights and events 
which he witnessed during his stay.

• He attended the Christmas service at the Church of 
the Nativity in Bethlehem.



Trip to the Holy Land

Two months after this service, he wrote a letter to the 
children in his Sunday school: “I remember especially 
on Christmas Eve, when I was standing in the old 
church at Bethlehem, close to the spot were Jesus was 
born, when the whole church was ringing hour after 
hour with the splendid hymns of praise to God, how 
again and again it seemed as if I could hear voices (of 
the Sunday school children) that I knew well, telling 
each other of the ‘Wonderful Night’ of the Saviour’s 
birth, as I had heard them a year ago.”



Trinity Church, Boston

• In 1869, Phillips Brooks moved to Boston and 
pastored the large and prominent Trinity Church.

• He remained here for 23 productive years until his 
death in 1893.

• During this time, he was elected Bishop of 
Massachusetts (1891), wrote many books and 
articles, and penned at least four Christmas and two 
Easter carols.



Holy Trinity, Boston



Holy Trinity, Boston



Holy Trinity, Boston



The Writing of the Carol

• Not long before Christmas in 1868, three years after 
his trip to Israel, Brooks was preparing for the 
church’s annual Sunday school Christmas program.

• Scenes from his trip flashed through his mind, and 
he composed the lyrics for a song that he intended 
the children to sing.

• Brooks asked Lewis Redner to supply the tune.
• Redner went to bed on the eve of the Christmas 

program without a tune.



The Writing of the Carol

• During the night, Redner woke up with the melody 
(“an angel strain”) sounding in his ears.

• Immediately he jotted down the tune (which he 
called “a gift from heaven”). 

• The next morning, he wrote the harmony, and the 
children sang O Little Town of Bethlehem later on 
that day, December 27, 1868.



Footnote: Divine Providence

• In 1864, Lewis Redner had asked Brooks to be 
relieved of his duties as organist because of his 
heavy work load.

• On November 5, 1864, Brooks wrote to Redner and 
convinced him to stay on, making it possible for the 
creation of the carol in 1868.



O Little Town of Bethlehem

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 tonight.



O Little Town of Bethlehem

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



O Little Town of Bethlehem

How silently, how silently
The Wondrous gift is giv’n!
So God imparts to human hearts
The blessings of His heav’n.
No ear may hear His coming,
But in this world of sin,
Where meek souls will receive Him, still
The dear Christ enters in.



O Little Town of Bethlehem

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.


	The Life of Phillips Brooks
	Birth and Early Life
	William Gray Brooks
	Mary Ann Phillips & Phillips
	Birth and Early Life
	Birth and Early Life
	Harvard College (1851-1855)
	Brooks in His Junior Year at Harvard
	Harvard College (1851-1855)
	Harvard College (1851-1855)
	After Graduation (1855-1856) 
	On the Eve of Seminary
	Protestant Episcopal Seminary
	Protestant Episcopal Seminary
	Church of the Advent
	Church of the Advent
	Church of the Advent
	Church of the Advent
	Holy Trinity, Philadelphia
	Holy Trinity, Philadelphia
	Brooks at 27
	Trip to the Holy Land
	Trip to the Holy Land
	Trinity Church, Boston
	Holy Trinity, Boston
	Holy Trinity, Boston
	Holy Trinity, Boston
	The Writing of the Carol
	The Writing of the Carol
	Footnote: Divine Providence
	O Little Town of Bethlehem
	O Little Town of Bethlehem
	O Little Town of Bethlehem
	O Little Town of Bethlehem

