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 I don't know about you, but the shepherds in the Christmas story seem to get short shrift.  

Everyone gets focused on those magi from the exotic East, with their swirling robes and flashy 

gifts.  But the shepherds, what do they have but a flock of sheep.  It's just not fair.  After all, the 

magi don't even enter the picture until Epiphany a couple weeks from now--whereas the 

shepherds are the first ones to get notice of the Christ child's birth and the first ones to pay a 

visit.  Unlike their glamorous counterparts from the Orient, the shepherds are locals who know 

the territory and don't have to stop and ask the crooked King Herod for directions to Bethlehem.  

Nonetheless, in the popular imagination the magi are the ones that get the pride of place in most 

nativity scenes, while the shepherds are shoved into the background w/ the sheep, oxen, and 

asses.  It may be that back then as nowadays the strange and spectacular captures the collective 

eye.  The shepherds of that day and age were definitely considered ordinary folk even among 

their own people; they were not nobility, not of the priestly caste, not rich, just working class 

stiffs.   

 

I suppose God has a sense of humor, or irony, or something like that--that's why Church life can 

be so comic sometimes.  But for his own special reasons he chose to reveal his Son's birth first to 

these common shepherds out in the fields in the middle of the night.  A good Biblical student 

could tell you that there were precedents of a sort; after all, King David, before he became 

royalty, had been an ordinary shepherd boy himself.  Maybe God figured these common fellows 

were simple and straightforward enough that they would actually believe what he was trying to 

tell them; they wouldn't try to explain away an angelic visitation as a collective hallucination or a 

bizarre meteorological mirage like sophisticated scientific minds would be apt to do.  So these 

shepherds were the first, not the magi mind you, to heed the angel's message and pay a visit to 

the Christ child.  And after they saw that little babe lying in that manger just like it had been 

predicted, then they went off and proclaimed the good news to everyone around.  Guileless guys 

like shepherds don't worry too much about what is politically correct to say.     

 

But the shepherd theme doesn't end w/ the nativity narrative.  You see later in this same gospel 

of Luke the Lord Jesus will employ the image of the shepherd seeking out his lost sheep to 

explain our merciful God's desire to bring back errant sinners into the fold; it's set right alongside 

the even more poignant parable of the Forgiving Father and his Prodigal Son.  I suppose the adult 

Jesus had fond memories of those rustic men who visited his manger on that lonely night in 

Bethlehem, and that inspired him to associate their faces with that of his heavenly Father.  

What's more, in John's Gospel Jesus the carpenter describes himself as the Good Shepherd.  And 

after the resurrection he will command Peter to set aside his fishing nets and take up the mantle 

of a shepherd of sorts:  Feed my sheep, feed my lambs, feed my sheep--if you love me, Peter, 

that's what you must do, the Lord says.  You see my dear people, the shepherd figure is so 

powerful in our tradition, that every bishop carries a crozier, a shepherd's staff, as a symbol of 



his office to shepherd the flock of Christ.  And most priests bear the title of pastor or associate 

pastor, which comes from the Latin word "pastor" that literally means "shepherd."  Again, the 

idea is that we ministers are engaged in the noble task of gathering together Christ's people into 

the one sheepfold of his Church.   

 

My dear friends, it's poetic in a divine sort of way, but we shepherds and our flocks find 

ourselves out in the cold dark night once again.  I mean in the society in which we live, it is not 

the most respectable thing to be a Christian, a Catholic, much less a leader in the Church 

community.  You don't have to look too far to find bad publicity about us these days; you have to 

hunt mightily to find positive news.  The whole Catholic enterprise finds itself criticized, 

ridiculed, and dismissed as obsolete by many of the smart and cultured, rich and influential in 

this corner of the world.  The good news is that, again this must be God's sense of humor, we're 

the only ones who know where the true light and warmth can be found.  It's found in the same 

place  as always, namely, in that God-man in swaddling clothes lying in the manger.  Only now, 

he's grown up, died, and risen from the dead, so he makes his appearance shrouded in the more 

cryptic symbols of Scripture and Sacrament.  But the same powerful grace emanates from this 

altar at every Mass as did from that humble stable at Bethlehem over 2000 years ago.  So I invite 

you all to come in from the dark cold night of unbelief, believe in the joyous angelic 

proclamation, and bask in the warmth and light of God's love made incarnate in Jesus Christ the 

Lord.   


