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Christmas Eve 2007—5:00 p.m.—St. Andrew’s Church—Edie Dolnikowski

In the Name of God:  Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Amen.

I grew up in Western Pennsylvania on the border between suburbs and countryside.  Every day on my way to and from school I passed two farms.  Both farms had sheep—the white, fluffy, gentle kind of sheep that we are used to seeing around here.  The sheep lived in neat fields bounded by sturdy fences, and they appeared to do nothing all day long but munch placidly on grass and weeds.  For most of my life this image of well-groomed sheep on well-kept farmland always came into my mind whenever I heard the story of the shepherds attending Jesus’ birth on Christmas Eve.  

My view of sheep changed radically about twenty years ago, when a friend took me for a drive through the Yorkshire moors.  It was in winter and the narrow road was covered with a fine layer of snow.  On either side were rolling hills covered with coarse heather, and sheep everywhere, though not the sort of sheep I had ever seen before.  These creatures looked wild and fierce—for sheep.  They had long, curly hair that dragged along the ground and huge, curved, spiral-shaped horns.  In there ears they had tags of all different colors.  My friend told me that the tags indicated when to collect and sheer the sheep, who were bred not for meat or milk but for wool.  Except during sheering time, the sheep were free to roam over a vast area.  They easily broke through the low fences that lined the road, and they wandered wherever they liked.  More than once we had to stop and wait for a sheep to finish eating whatever tasty morsel it had found.  Without actually being defiant, these animals seemed to be saying that this was their territory, and we could spend our time with them, so long as we did not interfere with their important sheep business.  I will never forget the stark, cold beauty of these moors and the strange, untamed demeanor of these sheep.  Now when I hear the story of shepherds keeping watch over their flock by night my mind goes directly to this place.  I see the shepherds trying to find a comfortable place to rest in the rough, snow-covered vegetation.  I see the shepherds responding in terror to the glory of the Lord filling a dark, forbidding sky, to the sound of an angel’s voice breaking through the silence of the night.

According to Luke’s version of the story of Jesus’ birth, Mary and Joseph were forced to lodge among strangers in the city of Bethlehem when the time came for Jesus to be born, and that the first witnesses of this miraculous birth were shepherds.  We might wonder why God honored shepherds in this most unusual and special way.  One obvious reason, of course, is that Jesus was born at night when just about everybody else would have been asleep.  In the time of Jesus—indeed until very recent times—people did not live by the twenty-four hour clock.  They would not waste expensive oil burning lamps all night long to do work that could be done more efficiently during the day.  When the sun went down, people went to bed—except for shepherds, who bore the responsibility of protecting vulnerable herds from wolves and other nocturnal predators.  

In making shepherds the first witnesses to Jesus’ birth, Luke also underscores Jesus’ particular love for the poor and the outcast.  Sheep and goats were valuable commodities in the first-century economy.  In many respects these animals were more highly valued than the people who looked after them.  The work of a shepherd was dirty and isolating, sometimes dangerous but often extremely boring.  When they did their work well, shepherds received little credit; when they failed, they were punished severely.  They rarely received a fair share of the income generated by their labor.  Their satisfaction had to come from the labor itself, from the joy of seeing newborn lambs grow up to be strong, healthy, productive members of the flock.  Jesus, born among sheep and shepherds, embraced this life of service and redeemed the hard, humbling work of healing and reconciliation that he calls all of us to share with him.

Luke wants us to associate Jesus’ birth and ministry with the proud heritage of shepherds throughout our holy scriptures.  Moses and Jacob were shepherds, as was Jesus’ ancestor, David.  All three rose from obscurity to accomplish great deeds for God’s people.  Many peoples in the ancient near east described their deities and kings as shepherds to emphasize the leader’s obligation to protect and provide for his subjects.  The people of Israel described God as a shepherd who brought them to green pastures and still waters, led them with a staff, repulsed enemies with a rod and comforted them even when they walked through the valley of the shadow of death.  Jesus also used the shepherd image to convey to his followers how he wanted to serve them.   When crowds of people came to him, “he had compassion for them, for they were like sheep without a shepherd.” [Mark: 6:34]   As he approached his betrayal and death, Jesus said “I am the good shepherd.  The good shepherd lays down his life for his sheep.” [John 10:11]

How appropriate, then, that God announced the birth of our savior to shepherds, patiently guarding their flock on a cold, dark night.  The angel startled and terrified them, but in the brave tradition of their profession, they did not hide; they did not flee.  They listened to the good news of great joy—that on this day was born in the city of David a Savior, the Messiah, the Lord.  They obeyed the angel’s command to look for the sign of this miracle—a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger.  They went quickly to share the good news with everyone whom they encountered.  Finally, they returned to their flock, transformed by their visit with Jesus, glorifying and praising God for all that they had heard and seen.

At Christmas, as we thank God for coming into our world in the person of Jesus—to live among us as our friend, our teacher, our healer and our redeemer—may we also thank the shepherds, the first evangelists, who saw the glory of God breaking into their everyday world and did not turn away from it; who proclaimed the good news of our salvation to everyone they met; and who resumed the work of caring for their flock with renewed energy and purpose.  May we follow their example by opening our eyes and hearts to the many ways in which Jesus visits us every day and invites us to share in his humble ministry of service to all the peoples of the earth.  May we find the courage to proclaim the good news of Christ even when our daily work feels menial, tedious and grueling.  And in times of celebration such as this, may we rejoice in the love of Jesus, a baby born in an unfamiliar city, who filled everyone who saw him with wonder, and grew up to be our Good Shepherd.  As the glory of this child’s birth filled the heavens with light on that most holy night, so may Jesus’ love for us fill us every day with a joy that no darkness can overcome.  Amen.

