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Listen to the Shepherds
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We spent our nights with the eternal silences,

The deep dome of heaven lit with all the multitudes of stars.

Did we ever consider that God Almighty

Had looked at that same sky with Abraham our father?

That the upward look into the infinite

Was as close as you could get

Toward seeing the extent of God’s promise?

Who among us had ever counted all the stars?

The vast depth of heaven did not oppress us 

As it might some proud soul 

Threatened by forces, and light and joy beyond his control or ken.

We considered the heavens and felt quite small,

But it was a comfort because we knew

We were small and that our God was greater

Than all the greatness stretched above us.

We had our place and it was a low one and we accepted it.

Yes, David was a shepherd,

And so were Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.

But now our calling, Bible known and Bible honored,

Was no longer honored by those who taught in synagogue and temple

Because we hardly ever came to hear them.

We couldn’t—we were out in the fields night and day.

We could not keep the Sabbath as closely

As those who dwelt in town and village,

Who honored the shepherds of the Bible 

But despised us as men on the margins of God’s salvation.

We had heard the story from the Scriptures,

Told around the campfire,

Of David, little regarded by his brothers,

Relegated to keeping sheep,

Away from the important happenings of the family and the town.

Yet he was called and compelled to come 

To the feast by the prophet Samuel

Who refused to sit down and eat before he came.

But no one would wait for us.

None troubled that we were not at table.

No matter.  These fields were David’s fields.

These glens and pastures were grazed by David’s sheep.

This night sky was David’s sky a thousand years ago.

These hills heard the sweet singer of Israel

As much or more than did the walls of Bethlehem town.

Only once were we called to come to Bethlehem.

Only once did we leave our flocks like David did

In response to a divine summons—only once, 

When the Angel of the Lord stepped out of David’s sky

And stood shining in the night

And confided to us news of a great gladness

That would not be limited to a certain caste or race

But would be for all people.

We trembled and quaked as we stood before the angel,

But he comforted us and said, “Fear not!”

Those words still live within us like the walls of a strong fortress.

We heard with our own ears the glad tidings

That a Savior had just been born in Bethlehem

That the Lord Messiah had come at last.

The angel gave us a sign to look for:

A baby wrapped in swaddling clothes and lying in a manger.

As wonder upon wonder from on high tumbled down

Upon our hearts with this great news,

(The meaning of it all hardly beginning to sink in)

Suddenly great companies of the forces of heaven stood with the angel.

Like the sound of many waters,

 Armies of angels sang in perfect unison in our dialect,

With such joy and triumph, such worship and fierce love to God 

That their unforgettable song shall always ring in our hearts.

“Glory to God in the highest

And on earth peace, good will towards men!”

The angel did not command us to go and see the child,

But the news was irresistible.

Otherwise why would he have given us the sign?

He knew we would go and seek for Him.

When the angels were gone we talked it over.

Surely the Lord had called us to go and see.

So we went and looked where we thought He might be.

The sign implied He would not be in a normal house,

So we checked the stables we knew.

Checking stables was easier than knocking on doors

In the middle of the night.

As shepherds, we had all looked for stray sheep

But that was out in the wild and this was in town.

As we drew near we had the sense 

That things were not what they seemed to be,

That somehow they were reversed,

That we were the ones who were lost

That in seeking the child we were looking for our Shepherd.

When we saw Him lying in the manger

It was if we had been found.

Wondering, Joseph and Mary received us into the stable.

It was set into a hill with a cave at the back.

It was filled with the usual inhabitants:

A cow, a donkey, a milking goat, a couple of sheep

And a few doves and pigeons in the rafters.

There on one side in a place swept and strewn with new straw,

Was Mary lying down on a pallet,

 Exhausted from childbirth and a long journey,

  And Joseph standing by the Child in the manger. 

We told them of the glad tidings of the angel.

We begged forgiveness for the intrusion

But felt we had been summoned to come and see.

Joseph and Mary gave each other knowing looks 

And Joseph smiled and said yes,

He reckoned we had been called to come.

The awkwardness gave way to worship

As we knelt before our new born king—

Our shepherd come to claim us.

To keep them from the cold, 

We gave them some of our blankets

Woven from the wool of our sheep.

We gave Mary curds made from the milk of our sheep

And some of the bread we were accustomed to eat in the fields.

We have seen many newborn babies in our time,

And newborn lambs without count

 And every entrance into this world is a marvel and a wonder.

But this was different.

It was as if within this cave

The heavens opened in a greater way

 Than the night sky that had just held the heavenly host

 And had shone with God’s glory.

Here in this stable the heavens were truly opened.

And something in our hearts opened as well.

Now we began to sing and to praise God,

Now we were joining with the heavenly choir!

This newborn Baby lying in a manger

(Just as the angel had told us)

Unlocked the gates of our hearts

And opened the doors of our mouths.

The angel made us seekers,

But the Child made us messengers.

After seeing Him,

We couldn’t help but praise and glorify our God—

We couldn’t help but tell any one who would listen

Of all that we had seen and heard.

We had thought that we had been excluded from the feast,

But God opened heaven and found us where we were

On that hillside outside Bethlehem

And used angels to invite us into town

And though there was little ordinary food that night,

Our hearts have been feasting ever since

On the great banquet spread for us 

In the coming of our Saviour.

He has made us His messengers to all,

Even to those who feel stuck out on a hillside somewhere

Stranded on the nightshift,

Who feel their place in this life

Somehow excludes them from coming to the feast.

When our Lord Jesus came to us all 

That cold, wondrous and starry night so long ago, 

He spread a table that will fill us with the life of God—

He prepared a feast to which all may come.

Come, all things are now ready!

Hurry!  For now we find that as we prepare to partake afresh,

The prophet refuses to let us eat until you get here!
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