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(From balcony) 

Hark! Hello down there! Hey, look up here, the heavenly host is 

trying to get your attention! It didn’t take the shepherds this long to 

pay attention to us; I see those cell phones!  

 

But listen, I have been given a message for you, the same one I 

gave those shepherds outside of Bethlehem such a long time ago. 

Listen, a baby was born. In Bethlehem. He came to bring peace on 

earth and good will to all people! Actually, he came to teach YOU 

how to bring peace on earth, good will to all. Close your eyes. Can 

you imagine peace on earth and good will toward all people? Keep 

your eyes closed for a minute and try to imagine what that looks like 

today.  

 

(From floor of nave) 

 I know some of you could see glimpses of peace on earth and 

good will to all. I also know it is hard these days to do so, that other 

visions keep interfering. No matter how many decorations you put 

up, no matter how many beautiful memes of winter scenes and 

angels appear on your Facebook page or Twitter feed or on cards in 

your mailbox, no matter how many sappy movies appear on your TV 

screen, no matter how much Christmas music you hear, that other 

stuff is still out there. In faraway places like Aleppo, Syria (did you 

catch the word Syria in the story? Jesus was born in the Roman 

province called Syria). Or in close places like New Haven, or maybe 

even your house.  

 

 You know the shepherds had trouble imagining, too. When I 

told them that this amazing new being had come into the world and 

would bring so much possibility for love into their lives and the world, 

they just stood there with their mouths open. Like this, what we 

angels like to call the “dead trout look” (mouth agape). Luke didn’t 



write that part because he didn’t want to embarrass them. They 

couldn’t imagine that anything was possible but cold nights hoping 

their sheep gave birth without trouble, that there would be enough 

food and fuel for their homes, that the Roman soldiers wouldn’t bully 

them, that the tax collectors would be fair. Peace? Good will? In 

what fairy tale world would that be true?  

 

 When they just stood there, I had to call the whole heavenly 

host to make so much noise they had to get moving. Right host? 

Give us a “Gloria” really loud to show how it was! 

 

 A couple of those shepherds had some imagination. They told 

the others that they couldn’t just stand there, either too scared to 

move or too skeptical that a baby, and a poor one if he was lying in 

a food trough, could make any difference at all. “Let’s go!” the 

short, stocky one said. “Let’s go!” said the young boy, out with the 

grownups for the first time. “Let’s go!” said one of the gray-haired 

women, abandoning her cooking pot on the fire. Our words had 

begun to work in their imaginations, and they knew standing 

needed to become action.  

 

 Now when they got to that stable, there was Mary, nursing 

Jesus, and she just glowed. Not only because she was a new mother, 

but because she already got it! We had heard her singing an 

amazing song to her Aunt Elizabeth a few months before. You heard 

it a minute ago. She put the details on “Peace on earth” and “Good 

will to all.” “God has brought down the powerful from their thrones, 

lifted up the lowly, filled the hungry with good things, sent the rich 

away,” she sang. No matter what ugly sounds she heard or painful 

sights she saw or fear she felt, she had inside her the sure and certain 

knowledge that God was at work and that she needed to be part of 

that work. 

 

 And she was you know, and not just that night. Jesus grew up, 

which a lot of people tend to forget at this time of year. At first she 

was scared, she loved him so much and feared for his life because 

he went around upsetting powerful people, but then she 



remembered the vision of her song, and she stayed by his side. She 

worked with other believers, even after his death and resurrection. 

She knew that basking in the glow of his baby sweetness was not 

enough.  

 

 Mary heard the “go and do;” some of the shepherds heard the 

“go and do,” and after the baby grew up, lots of other people did, 

too. The “go and do” is clear and sometimes difficult. “Love God,” 

the grown-up Jesus said. “Love your neighbor as much as you love 

yourself.” And when someone asked him what he meant by 

“neighbor,” Jesus told a story in which the “neighbor” was someone 

from a different country and religious tradition and a stranger. Pretty 

clear, isn’t it? 

 

 Every time a baby is born, so many hopes and dreams fill the 

imaginations of family and friends. Same thing happened with Jesus, 

except the hopes and dreams weren’t about the baby excelling at 

sports or science or music or business. The hopes and dreams this 

time had cosmic implications. The hopes and dreams transcended 

geography and time.  

 

 The hopes and dreams imagined included you. Every one of 

you. Because so few people catch the vision that Mary sang, and so 

the world turns and turns and the center does not hold and so much 

is so hard for so many.  

 

 Oh dear people, that’s why I, the angel of Bethlehem, have 

come to you one last time. God aches, yearns, hopes for you to 

catch the vision tonight that what happens here is about more than 

a baby! Hear the song of Mary! I sometimes wonder if it is so hard 

because the language of these songs is not what you speak now. I 

mean, we angels sang in Latin, right? And Mary talked about 

“thrones,” which you don’t have in this country.  

 

Then I thought of an amazing man named Howard Thurman, 

who not only got the vision years ago, he lived the vision his whole 

life. He wrote a poem that might speak to you more clearly. His 



poem is my angel-song to you this year. More than a simple “Gloria,” 

loud or soft. Just, this. 

 

 

When the song of the angels is stilled, 

When the star in the sky is gone, 

When the kings and princes are home, 

When the shepherds are back with their flocks,  

The work of Christmas begins: 

To find the lost, 

To heal the broken, 

To feed the hungry,  

To release the prisoner,  

To rebuild the nations, 

To bring peace among the people, 

To make music in the heart. 

 

  Pick one or two of these and go and do. Gloria in excelcis 

Deo! 

  


