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LUKE 2 
 
8-12There were sheep-herders camping in the neighborhood. They had set night watches 
over their sheep. Suddenly, God's angel stood among them and God's glory blazed 
around them. They were terrified. The angel said, "Don't be afraid. I'm here to announce a 
great and joyful event that is meant for everybody, worldwide: A Savior has just been born 
in David's town, a Savior who is Messiah and Master. This is what you're to look for: a 
baby wrapped in a blanket and lying in a manger." 
 
 13-14At once the angel was joined by a huge angelic choir singing God's praises: ��   Glory 
to God in the heavenly heights, �   Peace to all men and women on earth who please him. 
 
 15-18As the angel choir withdrew into heaven, the sheep-herders talked it over. "Let's get 
over to Bethlehem as fast as we can and see for ourselves what God has revealed to us." 
They left, running, and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby lying in the manger. Seeing 
was believing. They told everyone they met what the angels had said about this child. All 
who heard the sheep-herders were impressed. 
 
 19-20Mary kept all these things to herself, holding them dear, deep within herself. The 
sheep-herders returned and let loose, glorifying and praising God for everything they had 
heard and seen. It turned out exactly the way they'd been told! 

 
Hold onto that scene for a few minutes.  
 
Take a deep breath with me.  (Slowly, big...inhale, exhale.) 
 
Merry Christmas!  We’ve arrived on the other side.  Both in our cultural tradition and in 
our Christian tradition here at Northminster, we have been anticipating Christmas Day for 
a month.  Now we have arrived on the other side. 
 
There can be a let-down in that arrival.  We’ve waited with great excitement or we have 
worked hard for the day’s events, and sometimes the waiting and anticipation is more 
exciting than the reality of returning to regular life.  Just as we’ve talked about for a month 
now, let’s be PRESENT to this moment.  Christ has been born among us right here.  Let’s 
savor that today.  Let’s reflect on what that means.  Even if this is your first time here in 
this place, you have been involved somehow in the Christmas drama of recent days.  So 
let’s prepare together for our return to real life, real world, to the real routine of tomorrow. 
 
Earlier this month I shared a quote with you from Frederick Buechner about Advent.  He 
was describing the waiting month as being like a crowd waiting in a theater before a play 



begins.  The lights flash, everyone is stilled, and then the lights dim while the music swells 
before the show begins.  That moment of sitting in the darkness—the air filled with 
excitement and hope and promise—is where we have found ourselves for weeks. 
 
During the past weeks of advent, on our particularly good days, we remembered that God 
is with us.  We have retold the stories of the young mother, the confused fiancée, the 
journey, the shepherds, the wise men, the crowded inn, the adjacent stable, and the 
manger. 
 
At Northminster, we have tried as a community to challenge the frenzy of shopping, 
decorating, and preparing that our culture holds up as the true Christmas experience.  
Instead, we have talked about GIVING PRESENCE.  P-R-E-S-E-N-C-E. 
 
Presence of ourselves to each other, spending good time together. 
Presence to ourselves and to the sacred moments that surround us. 
Presence to the deep needs of this world, of this country, of this city, of this neighborhood. 
 
As my family is growing and as our traditions are emerging, I am giving a lot of thought to 
how we honor this story of God coming to live among humanity in the form of an infant.  
And I am giving a lot of thought to how that story compares to the American cultural story 
of “the big fat man” who got a lot of attention last week. 
 
Why give thought to the different stories at all?   
Why challenge the dominant culture?  Why question the norms?    
 
As I have sought to GIVE PRESENCE to this season, I have wondered aloud to my 
husband and friends, “What traditions will we most honor in our home?  How will we 
practice generosity in our home?  How will we live a true hospitality here?”  

 
These are really questions about holding up our me-first culture against the last-first Jesus 
who was born around stinky animals and lowly shepherds.   
 
Maybe it helps to look at who these shepherds were.  We know that shepherds are guys 
who take care of sheep, right?  Well, there’s a lot we lose in the telling of this story 
between the culture of that day and the culture of our day.    
 
We have grown so accustomed to hearing this story of the shepherds, even if we’ve just 
heard it from Charlie Brown, that we are not shocked by it. “[I]n Luke[‘s gospel] it is the 
humble shepherds from the local area to whom a sign of the birth is given.”1  Children’s 
Christmas pageants give us sweet, bath-robe-clad shepherd image of the simple, kind folk 
who must have traveled to Bethlehem that night.  I can picture my brothers in Christmas 
dramas at church with towels on their heads wrapped with the bathrobe belt. 

                                                
1 Culpepper, p. 65 



 
However, “[s]hepherding was a despised occupation at the time….In the first century, 
shepherds were scorned as shiftless, dishonest people who grazed their flocks on others’ 
lands.”  Setting Jesus’ birth against shepherds “graphically pictur[es] Jesus as one sent to 
the lowly and outcast.”2 
 
Fred Craddock elaborates, saying the shepherds “belong in the story not only because they 
serve to tie Jesus to [David, the Old Testament shepherd king,] but also because they 
belong on Luke’s guest list for the kingdom of God: the poor, the maimed, the blind, the 
lame.”3 
 
“So, on this [Sunday after] Christmas day when our hearts are stilled by the magnitude of 
God’s great love toward us, we are reminded that the greatness of God is seen in the 
wonder both of the ordinary and of the small; the miracle of God, his divine economy, is 
that he can make much of nothing and something of almost anything.   
 
A little town becomes the focus of the world’s last best hope; a little baby comes to 
oppose the forces of Caesar and fear; and human flesh and human life are dignified and 
made whole as never before.  The test of God’s power is not in his capacity to move 
mountains and outmaneuver the phenomena of nature…; God’s power is in his capacity 
to make much of little, for that is what he does in creation, that is what he does at 
Christmas, and that is what he does with us, if only we will let him.”4 
 
How have we seen the greatness of God, the miracle of his divine economy at 
Northminster in recent weeks? 
 
There are so many in this room who can tell the stories of what God has done.  For me it 
started on the Tuesday night before Thanksgiving when a neighborhood meal was 
planned.  I got really excited when I heard Sammy mention this meal for the first time.  
Instead of the tradition I grew up with of just the church folks gathering for a catered meal 
just for themselves...Northminster folks would prepare the meal, serve the meal, and invite 
anyone who wanted or needed a hot Thanks & Giving dinner to come and be the 
celebrated guests. 
 
The room was packed, no chair was empty, and just like Jesus’ feeding miracles in 
scripture, there was more than enough food for everyone to eat with plenty of food 
leftover.  Stories were told, music was sung, and something shifted here.  I felt it in the air.  
I said to Sammy, “This place can never be the same again.”  Because once those doors 
have been thrown open, we can’t turn back.  It was a taste of what a meal is like in the 
kingdom of God. 

                                                
2 Culpepper, p. 65 
3 Craddock, p. 36 
4 Peter J. Gomes, pp. 23-24 



 
Once we have opened ourselves up to becoming the people God would really have us to 
be, how can we turn back into the people we once were?  When we become aware of the 
deep needs around us, when we feel the pull of authentic community as we sit at table 
together...we are changed.  When we GIVE PRESENCE to our lives, each other’s lives, to 
the Spirit of God moving among us...we are changed. 
 
Simultaneously, a plan emerged to share resources with our Food Pantry friends.  Two 
friends, Cassie and Terry, (two plan-hatchers if ever there were!), brought a table’s worth 
of clothes on a Saturday morning to share for free with anyone who might need them.  
Almost everyone in this room knows the story by now, right?   
 
As Cassie said in her big Times-Dispatch interview, “"It started with one table. And then 
two tables. And then one room. And then two rooms, until finally, we needed the worship 
center.” 
 
My first Saturday with the Free Market was at the two room level.  I brought a couple of 
bags of things from home, showed up to help out as needed, and was stunned by the level 
of activity.  That was the first Saturday of the gift wrap station, the first Saturday I heard a 
simple request for toothpaste and toothbrushes, the first Saturday I watched Logan and 
Ronnie running around with the video camera to document this emerging Free Market.   
 
And while I’m at it, don’t you love the irony of the name?  If you’re following the 
recession, government bailouts, or economic crisis at all...America’s “Free Market” system 
is showing all of its failures.  Then God’s economy, which is totally different from the way 
our nation’s economy works, God’s economy shows up at Northminster in the real Free 
Market.  It is one of overflowing abundance—not just of material needs or resources but 
the connections of relationships, the PRESENCE in relationships, and the lives that are 
being changed. 
 
Our worshipping community is changing here.  We aren’t the same gathered body we 
were just four or five weeks ago!   Just look around for faces you don’t recognize.  We 
have been changed by this waiting season. 
 
So this waiting season has taught me that it’s a waiting much less like a chair at the DMV 
and much more like a caterpillar entering a cocoon...or even the waiting that I find myself 
in during these last few weeks of pregnancy.  As a community, we have been cocooning 
here in anticipation of what God will do—into the transformation that is coming.   
 
And now we have amazing stories to tell...and are returning to regular life, too. 
 
That’s where we find the shepherds in Luke 2 this morning. 
 



Do you remember what has just happened in the beginning of Luke?  Mary has spent time 
with her cousin Elizabeth, both expecting miraculous baby boys and celebrating, waiting, 
anticipating, and giving thanks to God for the arrivals to come.   
 
Elizabeth’s husband, Zechariah, who has been literally speechless until his son John’s 
birth, then stands and begins to speak about this thing God is planning and doing.  He 
says of his newborn son: 
 
“You, child, will be called prophet of the Most High; for you will go before the Lord to 
prepare his ways, to give knowledge of salvation to his people... 
By the tender mercy of our God, the dawn from on high will break upon us, to give light 
to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way of 
peace.” 
 
So that’s chapter 1.  And that’s been our month of anticipation—one is coming who will 
give light to those of us sitting in the darkness, living in the shadow of death. 
 
Chapter 2—the Emperor has called for a census, and everyone has to go to his hometown 
to be registered for the census.  That’s why we have Joseph and a great-with-child Mary 
traveling to Bethlehem.  They travel the week’s journey, can’t find a place to stay, end up 
in a barn “because there was no place for them in the inn.” 
 
Meanwhile, the shepherds are out working in the fields when an angel and “a multitude of 
the heavenly host” suddenly appeared, “praising God and saying, ‘Glory to God in the 
highest heaven, and on earth peace among those whom he favors.’” 
 
The angels leave, the shepherds rush to Bethlehem to see what all of this means.  They 
find Mary and Joseph and the baby, tell them what they’ve seen and heard, “and all who 
heard it were amazed at what the shepherds told them.” 
 
The shepherds!  All were amazed at what the despised, good-for-nothing shepherds told 
them! 
 
Then Mary, “treasured all these words and pondered them in her heart.” And “the 
shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all they had heard and seen, as it had 
been told them.” 
 
Whew.  That’s the story of the first chapter and a half of Luke.   
 
The women are focused on the lives growing within them, doubly challenged by angelic 
promises that these baby boys will be extraordinary and are direct gifts from God.  
Zechariah, after months of silence, bursts out with a prophecy that one son will make the 
way for the other, and that other son will be light for the darkness.   
 



Then the census, and the donkey ride, and the birth among the animals.  And if that’s not 
lowly enough, the shepherds arrive with a Truth to share, and all are amazed. 
 
THEN...the shepherds returned.  
 
According to this gospel narrative, no one remained by the manger but the animals.  Just 
as concisely as Luke tells of Jesus’ birth, he tells us that the shepherds return, most likely to 
their flocks, while Jesus’ family goes on with life and the responsibilities of their faith 
tradition.   As the shepherds return, they “join the chorus of witnesses, for they have seen 
and heard.  The result of the whole episode is the response that should arise from all 
God’s people: The shepherds returned to their flocks glorifying and praising God,”5 and 
we now join that same chorus of witnesses.  
 
Likewise, we are not expected to sit and keep watch at the manger.  Today is the day we 
return to our flocks and fields.  We return to the routine of daily life: either the busy-ness 
of school, of work, of daily chores, the peace and quiet of our homes, or maybe we are 
returning to silence and more days filled with waiting.  Whether it is with great excitement 
or reluctant anxiety that we return, we too must return from Bethlehem. 
 
Peter J. Gomes of Harvard University writes, “There is a time to lay down one’s cares and 
duties and to run with excited spirits to Bethlehem and the manger, ‘to see this thing that 
has come to pass’; there is a time to follow the eastern star and take the road not taken; 
there is a time to flee for refuge from the troubles of this world and seek the safety of the 
mountaintop.  There is also a time to return—to the hillside…the scene of one’s labors, to 
begin again where we left off.”6  “Therefore we begin again, that in leaving the manger we 
may embrace the world for his sake and for ours.”7 
 
Our response to the good news we have heard should be the same as the shepherd’s those 
years ago: we return to our routine lives glorifying and praising God.  Though we return to 
the mundane, we return changed.  Whether we heard the story of the baby Christ for the 
first time this year or for the 91st, our encounter with him should leave us transformed.  
Each time we hear the story of what happened that night we can discover something new 
that changes us at least a little bit if not altogether. 
 
An important message buried in the actions of these unnamed shepherds is that 
encountering and following the living God should change the way we live our lives.  The 
birth of Christ is not a mere tool for salvation later on some day; the birth of Christ is God 
re-creating humanity in God’s own image.  This birth that we have just celebrated is for 
this life here and now.   
 

                                                
5 Culpepper, p. 66 
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I want to invite you into the message this morning.  I’ve shared my thoughts and my 
observations, but I haven’t been on this journey alone.  We have journeyed together for 
this month.  We have been on all sides of the experiences I’ve mentioned, and surely 
there are other experiences I’ve left out or don’t know about at all.  So, like the shepherds 
did before and after their return, let’s share some of those stories with each other. 
 
On your tables you will find plain paper and pens.  You haven’t filled out an outline 
today, but now you get to write part of the sermon.  Let’s pause together for a few 
moments to document what we have seen and heard.  If you have been part of the free 
market and saw something new of God in that place, begin to focus on that image.  If you 
discovered ways to be PRESENT to family or to sacred moments during Advent and 
Christmas, begin to reflect on those ways.  Did you connect with the images from World 
Relief we saw this morning, the stories Brad shared from Nicaragua last week, or the 
opportunities to give global presence through World Vision?  If so, how did a global focus 
change your personal experience of Christmas this year?  And if the cultural pressures to 
hurry through this time consumed your days, is there a lesson in that experience to learn?  
If you have not been with us for these past few weeks, you surely carry a story with you of 
lessons learned from this year’s time of anticipation and celebration.  What do you carry? 
 
Once you have your word, document it on the paper that’s in front of you.  Write a single 
word, a quick sentence, draw an image or create a symbol.  Then when we are done and 
as we are preparing to leave this place and return to our fields, we will do so by first 
adding our stories to the Shepherd Wall in the back of the Worship Center.  (We’ll remind 
you again at the end of the service.)  So take this moment to reflect, document, and share.  
You can even talk to each other as you do this!  Then I’ll call time and close with prayer. 
 
St. Athanasius, writing in the 4th century, described God’s work in Christ with the image of 
an artist restoring a tattered painting.  “You know what happens when a portrait that has 
been painted on a panel becomes obliterated through external stains,” he writes.  The 
artist does not throw away the panel, but the subject of the portrait has to come and sit for 
it again, and then the likeness is re-drawn on the same material.  Even so was it with the 
All-holy Son of God.  He, the Image of the Father, came and dwelt in our midst, in order 
that He might renew mankind made after Himself.”8  
 
The now-baby-but-soon-to-be-man Jesus is the re-drawn image of how God wants us to 
live.  Not only is his life our grace and salvation for eternity, it is our grace and salvation 
here and now.  Today, the day that we return from Bethlehem, is the day we are made 
new.  The shepherds knew something of this Truth, because they left “glorifying and 
praising God for all they had seen and heard.” 
 
“The routine beckons, the familiar haunts require our attention and our presence, and 
before too long the memory of this holy time will disappear and be packed away with the 

                                                
8 Athanasius, pp. 41-42 



paraphernalia of the season; and yet by God’s grace we will be open to his most 
remarkable grace and surprise in the world. 
 
The world will not change until and unless we change; the spirit of Christmas cannot be 
borne out into the cold January air unless we are borne out by it and indeed born again by 
it.”  Again, Peter Gomes writes, “We may, we must, return from whence we came, but 
we need not return as the same tired creatures, for we have seen wonderful things that 
have come to pass, strange and mighty sights that will never let us look at the skies in 
quite the same manner as before.”9 
 
Let us pray: 
 
God, go with us as we return to our fields.  Whisper reminders of how you are present to 
us.  May we leave this place rejoicing for all we have seen and heard.  Amen. 
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