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.              The Shepherds’ Story
Christmas Day is one of my favourite services in the year.

It’s a beautiful morning, the Christmas plays are over, the presents are wrapped, everything is done, and what isn’t done, isn’t going to get done.

Cooking and cleaning up will continue, but in this hour there is a pause, time to wonder, to ponder all that this day is about.
As I have been reading and thinking these day of Advent, and Christmas, my thoughts have returned to the shepherds.
According to Luke’s gospel, the shepherds were the first to hear of the wondrous news of Jesus’ birth.
We all know the scene so well, from Christmas cards, and manger scenes, Christmas plays and carols.

Mary and Joseph find a place for the child to be born, and they lay him in a manger…

The scene is filled with particular characters; Mary, the handmaid of the Lord, chosen especially by God,  Joseph, a righteous man, who does the right thing protecting Mary and her child.

No one else knows, how silently, how silently the wondrous gift is given.

And we, we have no access to this scene… we haven’t been especially chosen by God.

Most of us are not righteous like Joseph, nor God’s chosen vessel like Mary.

But not far from there shepherds were living in the fields, and angels appeared to them, and told them the wondrous news – a Saviour is born, he is Messiah, the Lord.
Shepherds living out in the fields taking care of the animals.
Any of you spend any time outside; camping, gardening, working in fields, caring for animals?

Ever notice how dirty you get?

One of kids Christmas plays a couple of years ago had a song with the words; “shaggy, smelly, sheep”.
When you live outside, and you’re with animals all the time- it’s not just the sheep that are shaggy and smelly.

Shepherds, as you might gather, were not often invited to dinner parties or weddings. 

They didn’t attend PTA meetings or get tickets to the latest play. 

As far as the religious leaders were concerned, they were non-people. 

Generally, they were outcasts from society. 

They were not only dirty, they were ritually unclean as well, having touched blood, feces and insects on a daily basis, disqualifying them from any part of religious circles.

These shepherds are not named, they are certainly known by God by name, each one, but they are part of us, every day people, not chosen because they have any special qualifications, in fact they are not  qualified at all, which makes them precisely like us.

They are chosen because God chooses ordinary folk, the least, the last, the lost, so that everyone would know that they also are invited to the manger.

But the shepherds were the perfect ones to hear of the Messiah’s birth. 
They weren’t too busy on the night Jesus was born. 
The angel knew right where he could find them. 
And they weren’t so smart that they had to mull over what the angel told them for several weeks, checking sources and verifying credentials before they would respond. They simply believed and went to see for themselves. Would you or I have done the same?

Well, for all who would believe as the shepherds did, we find our place at the manger along side of them.

We’re all part of the people who heard the good news, who heard the angels’ message;  “Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace among those whom God favours!”

You might not have recognized the one who told you this great glad news as an angel, but their words become as the words of the angels, when we hear them as the truth of Jesus being born for us.

And the shepherds hurried to go and see this child who was told to them.
How many of you listen to Praise 106.5 – all their Christmas music since American Thanksgiving?

They have children tell part of the Christmas story, in sound bites, but some of them are wrong.

What was the sign for the shepherds?

It was not a star, but simply a baby, wrapped up as all newborns were, only this one would be found in a manger.
The sign was not a star in the heavens – the sign wasn’t even the angels, the messengers of God who told them the amazing news.

The  sign was a baby, who would be found in Bethlehem, lying in a manger.

Surely this is an odd sign…

Many would have seen this sign and walked on by.
Few had eyes to recognize the meaning of this sign.

But the angels had told the shepherds and they believed the words, they hurried to Bethlehem.

These shepherds had not performed the cleansing sacrifices, made atonement for their sins, or become ritually pure. They ran from the fields and, in their unclean, impure state, proclaimed to all what the angel had told them.

The shepherds could go to a manger, more animals and hay, the Messiah was born to simple folk…
We and the shepherds would not be sure of a welcome at the home of a wealthy, powerful or influential family, we would have wondered what would meet us at a palace, but a manger, with the world in chaos for the census, this was a place they could go, where we can go.
And they found everything as the angels told them.

Mary and Joseph and the baby, lying in the manger.
This baby, the Messiah, the Lord, our Saviour.

God came down at Christmas, God became one of us, God came so that we might know and understand God’s great love for us.

God came near so that we might know him, and so we would know that he understands all that it is to be human.

But what a wonder – the Creator of time and space – being held in a moment, in a mother’s arms…

The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all they had heard and seen, as it had been told them.

Returning, to their sheep, to their lives, to their families, to other shepherds, returning to all they had left to go to Bethlehem, but surely, they did not return unchanged.

The Messiah was born, the promise of God was being fulfilled, though everything would have appeared the same as they returned to the hills, nothing in all the world was the same.
Christmas changes everything.

The shepherds must have wondered at God revealing the good news to them… what does that say about them… about what God thinks of them?

They must have wondered about the child, and the future he would bring, and the hope that was theirs because He was born.

Mary pondered all those things in her heart.

The shepherds proclaimed the good news, they praised God, they made known what had been told them, and all who heard it were amazed.

We are still amazed… and others when they hear the news are still amazed.

The world is not the same… our lives are not the same because of this Christmas day.

God is with us.  Our Saviour is born.

Let us go from here glorifying and praising God, for all we have heard and seen, as it has been told to us.

Thanks be to God!
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