As Shepherds Watched

Christmas demands faith, because Christmas is a mystery.
John Paul II

THE BIRTH OF JESUS AS TOLD BY LUKE
Luke’s gospel is sometimes referred to as the “Hospitality Gospel” because
“God has visited his people”! He has visited his people to bring salvation.
Luke uses the nouns and verbs of salvation far more than any other evangelist. Hence, he presents Jesus as the Saviour of the World. Let us look at the
narrative of our Saviour’s birth:
In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus
that all the world should be registered. This was the first
registration and was taken while Quirinius was governor of
Syria.

“A man had two sons…” so begins one of Luke’s parables (the Prodigal Son).
This opening of the parable immediately draws comparison between the two
boys. Here, in Chapter 2 of his Gospel, Luke is in a way paraphrasing the
opening of that parable; the World had two sons; Augustus and Jesus – how
do they compare? To make the contrast, Luke is deliberately placing the birth
of Jesus against the background of the “August” Emperor of the Roman Empire.
Gaius Octavius succeeded Julius Caesar as ruler of Rome in 44 BC. He prevailed in the civil war, with the defeat of Mark Antony,
and brought about peace within the empire. To honour
his achievements, in 27 BC, the Roman Senate conferred upon him the title "the August One", or Caesar
Augustus. Many even called him “saviour of the world”.
He ruled until his death in 14 AD; a total of 58 years. Jesus was born right in the middle of those years and in
turn he would be known as the Son of God and his disciples preached that he was the “Saviour of the world”.
The contrast between Augustus and Jesus could hardly
have been greater. One lived in splendor in the capitol,
while the other was born in a stable in the hinterland of the Judean hills in a
place called Bethlehem. The irony is, that Caesar Augustus would be largely
forgotten by many today except that his name is forever associated with this
baby, whom he never met and of whom he never heard. The one in Rome
thought he was ruler of the world, but in reality, he paled significantly before
the true King of the world; Jesus the Christ. They contrast greatly in their use
of power. Caesar Augustus uses the power of force whereas Jesus promotes
the power of love; loving God and loving neighbour; turning the other cheek;
going the second mile; loving your enemies… He revolutionized the world by
respecting everyone equally and welcoming them to his table.
There are however a couple of problems with Luke's history; Quirinius did not
become governor of Syria until 6 AD, long after Jesus' birth. This census
caused riots making it a most memorable event to the people of Jesus’ day.
Originally July had only 30 days and
The Jews rioted because they hated
Julius Caesar thought that it should
being taxed by the Romans. William
have 31 so he took a day from FebruBarclay notes that Quirinius held
ary and added it to July

different posts (rising through the magisterial
ranks) from 10 to 7 BC. Before he was Governor,
Quirinius, was Commander of the Syrian Legions,
and was known to be a bugbear of the Jews.
Hence, there was a double-whammy against him
and this made him the standout figure of the period. Quirinius was more notorious than his political
partner, Sentius Saturninous, in running the Province of Syria. Saturninous most likely called the
census but Quirinius policed it. This would have
been an earlier census than one in 6 AD.
Nor is there any record of a general census by the
Romans under Augustus. It is not surprising that Luke fudged the dates because they didn’t have Google calendars then and our memory of when
things actually happened fifty years prior gets a little hazy. I know that when I
try to remember things - I ask myself now was that five years ago or fifteen?
The purpose of a census would have been to ensure that everyone who paid
taxes was accounted for. The Romans did this periodically to keep their “IRS”
records up to date.
The census story gives Luke the opportunity to emphasize the Davidic line.
Joseph is a descendant of David and journeys to David’s home town of Bethlehem in Judea. Luke spells out that it is the Judean Bethlehem, so it is not
confused with the Bethlehem in Galilee. In Judean Bethlehem, the young David was a shepherd of his father’s flock. By implication Jesus, is to parallel
David: Both shepherd their father’s flocks. Jesus is the new David born to
shepherd Israel; he will be the
true Shepherd-King.
Still a method of climbing
We must not allow ourselves
the hills of Judea today
to be overly distracted by
these background discrepancies. Raymond Brown points
out that the narratives were
written a long time after the
events and are seen through
the lens of the Resurrection.
Like many photographs the

The Arab quarter,
Bethlehem

central figure is in focus but the background a little blurry and so is the case
with the evangelists.

Luke's purpose was to place Jesus, at the time of his birth, in Bethlehem, the
City of David, and the census was a good vehicle to get the Holy Family
there. "We are dealing, in other words, not with a scientifically determined
chronology, but with purposeful storytelling" (Johnson, The Gospel of Luke,
1991 pg. 52). Indeed, we are not dealing with a modern historian but with a
believer who is writing for other believers. The evangelists produced not historical accounts of Jesus but what is termed a “Christology”; a theological interpretation of the person and work of Christ. Therefore, what is significant for
Luke and the other evangelists is not dates, but rather, who Jesus is, and the
meaning of his ministry. They plucked the stories from the now disappeared
“Sayings of Jesus” (an oral tradition), and other sources, like “Q”, to hone
their image, understanding, and meaning of Jesus. Luke wants to tell the story of Jesus, the Saviour of the World, born in a stable in a backwoods of the
empire. This child would become the most central figure in the world; outshining even the “August” emperor of the world; and having history dated with

reference to his life. For C.S. Lewis, the Son
of man became man to enable men to become the sons of God.
In Luke’s telling of the story his point is clear;
the birth of the Child Jesus, who is weak, vulnerable, and insignificant at this point begins
a confrontation between the Kingdom of God
and the rich and powerful kingdoms of the
world. He came to turn the world’s values upside down. He was born to establish the rule
of God here on earth. God’s kingdom revolves around a totally different set of values;
where the last will be first; the greatest is the
servant; the sinner and outcast are welcomed
with open arms…

Christianity has influenced the value system
of many peoples. Even in today’s postChristian world, many profess they don’t believe in religion, however, their value system
has been formed by a Christian milieu; the values of the God’s kingdom replaced pagan Roman ethics. By the beginning of the fourth century numerous peoples had embraced Christianity; including the Emperor. Quotes such
as “charity begins at home” is a typical pagan quote. One of the most striking
contributions of Christianity to Roman culture was the care and education of
young people; eliminating infanticide by respecting young people as persons.
What really attracted the Romans to Christianity was care of the sick, “see
how they love one another”; illness hit
Rome every summer and the people fled to
evade it, however, the Christians remained
behind to tend the sick. It was this that really won over the Romans.
Now, will all those who profess they want
nothing to do with Christianity divest themselves of such Christian values?
************************************

NO VACANCIES KEEP OUT

All went to their own towns to be registered.
Joseph also went from the town of Nazareth in
Galilee to Judea, to the city of David called
Bethlehem, because he was descended from
the house and family of David. He went to be
registered with Mary, to whom he was engaged and who was expecting a child. While
they were there, the time came for her to deliver her child. She gave birth to her firstborn son
and wrapped him in bands of cloth, and laid
him in a manger, because there was no place
for them in the inn.

Joseph journeyed from Nazareth in Galilee to the city of David, Bethlehem in
Judea, because he was descended from the house and family of David. Why
is that important?
Covenants
God decided to save His People from evil through the
Established By
family of Abraham. God made a covenant with Abraham;
God
his descendants would be like the stars in the sky, his descendants would inherit the land (the Promised Land and Noah...the bow in
the cloud
this aspect was fulfilled by David whose kingdom almost
matched the land promised in the Covenant); and all the
Abraham...and you
nations of the world would be blessed through his deshall become a blessscendants (this Jesus fulfilled). In the genealogies of Mat- ing…
thew and Luke, there are 14 generations between Abraham and David, and 14 between David and Jesus. Jesus Moses..I will be
is the fulfilment of the Covenant; hence the need to estab- your God…
lish Jesus as a descendant of Abraham and David.
David...your line
This journey explains how Jesus of Nazareth was born in will rule forever…
Bethlehem, the city of David, is in accordance with Micah
Jesus… This is the
5:2; “But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah (ephrathah means
blood of the New
fruitful), though you are small among the clans of Judah,
Covenant which will
out of you will come for me one who will be ruler over Isbe poured out for
rael, whose origins are from of old, from ancient times.”
you...
*************************************

"While they were there, the
time came for her to deliver
her child. And she gave birth
to her firstborn son and
wrapped him in bands of
cloth, and laid him in a manger, because there was no
place for them in the inn."
Luke provided so much detail
in his first chapter about the
annunciations to Elizabeth
and Mary and the birth of
Christmas in Victoria, Canada
John the Baptist, that we are
surprised to find that he reports the birth of Jesus so sparingly. Yet, it explodes with imagery by knowing a little of the background.
Luke mentions the manger three times (vs. 7, 12, 16), which suggests that
it is very important. Tannehill, in his book Luke, maintains that the manger
was, in fact, the sign that confirmed the angels' pronouncement (v. 12). The
bands of cloth were not the sign, because they were typical of newborn babies. The manger, a feeding trough, was an unusual and very distinctive
place to find a baby.

Ox and ass before Him bow,
For He is in the manger now,
Christ is born to save,
Christ is born to save.
Anonymous

The fact that Jesus is the firstborn
son is no surprise. Even today, the
firstborn often has a special place in
the parents' hearts. In that culture,
the firstborn was invested with special rights of inheritance and held a
prominent place in the household.

Pair of oxen tied to a trough, India
They are preferred because they are
economical to run plus they give you
calves and milk

The word, "inn", suggests a
place of public accommodation, but it is not a good
translation of the Greek
word “katalumati”; that is
the same word that is translated "guest room" in 22:11,
and other places. Sharon
Ringe, in her work on Luke,
demonstrates that a typical
home would have been adjoined by a stable that was
used to house animals at night and act as a storage area. Many such stables
also had a loft that could be used for guests. Joseph expected to find lodgings in
such a loft on reaching Bethlehem, but when he arrived, all accommodations
were full. Therefore, he and Mary spent the night in the floor area of the stable
next to the animals, and that is where the birth took place. For Luke, the birth in
the manger demonstrates the humility and poverty of God. It places Jesus in the
midst of those whom he will serve; those starved of God; Jesus has come to
lead them into “green pastures”; he will feed them with real food that will sustain
them until they enter the Kingdom. The poor, the crippled, the
sinner, the marginal, and the vulnerable are most in need of nourishment from God; especially
since they were prohibited from
entering the Temple or the synagogue. His ministry would show
how he favoured them because
they were most in need of being
fed and welcomed by God.
The owner of the house would
probably have acted differently
had he known that the baby was
destined for greatness. He would
have made room, even if it had
meant giving the Holy Family his
own room, but, he did not under- Modern day shepherd at the Agricultural Show in
Tullamore, Co. Ofally
stand the significance of this

baby. Spiritual opportunities come to us in much the same way. It is not easy
to recognize Jesus in the face of a homeless person or a Third World baby or
a prisoner, but that is where we often meet him. God provides us with daily
opportunities to meet Christ face-to-face but are we too blind with our own
preoccupations to see the opportunity?
********************************

In that region there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over
their flock by night.
If there is one verse of scripture that speaks of Christmas, this is it.
Luke doesn’t spell it out in words, but this is explicitly an Exodus/Passover
theme. The Israelites “that night”
kept watch for the angel of the
Lord who announced the time of
their liberation; Moses then announces to Israel “let us go”.
Likewise, the shepherds in the
fields, after the angel’s visitation,
say “let us go...” It is the night of
rescue and Luke is paralleling
Passover and Jesus’ birth here; a
night scene with a tumultuous
message of salvation. On Christmas night, the message of salvation is “a Saviour is born…” Why
were the shepherds the first to
The Rosen family reading the Haggadah,
visit the Saviour? They model
the saving works of God, of Passover durwhat a true Israelite is – one who ing the ritual meal. One of the reason that
keeps watch for the Lord’s salva- Jewish families have a tight bond is betion.
cause they celebrate their religious feasts
in their homes
On that first Christmas night,
Luke tells us that there were
shepherds tending the Temple lambs in the fields near Bethlehem. This was
odd since in those days it was unusual for shepherds to tend large flocks

near towns and villages. There was a reason for this. The odors of very large flocks
fouled the air so badly that people could not breathe. So, these large flocks were
confined to areas far from the places where the general populace resided. However,
the village of Bethlehem was an exception. Once a year,
an enormous flock of one-year old first-born lambs were
Physically the crib
allowed to graze near Bethlehem, within thirty days prior
and cross are only
to the feast of Passover. So, Jesus is born close to Passoseven miles apart.
ver and like the lambs, He is a “First-born”. Luke here is
pointing out that he was born to be sacrificed. His slaughter will be the ultimate
Passover sacrifice that reconciles us to God, hereafter sacrifice is redundant; his
sacrifice is the perfect sacrifice that replaces all other sacrifices. Bethlehem is the inscape of Calvary; the passion of Jesus on the cross is imbedded in the infant of
Bethlehem. In both, Jesus is supported by wood: the wood of the cross and the
wood of the manger. The cross cannot be separated from the crib because the angels announce “he will save people from their sins…”
The gospels writers tend to be economical with telling of the Jesus story; there very
few fine details woven into the various narratives. Consequently we have to really ponder
and mull over the verses of the gospels; the
example is Mary who “pondered all these
things in her heart”. We could recall here the
words of an old Appalachian folk song:

I wonder as I wander out under the sky
How Jesus the Saviour did come to die
For poor on’ry people like you and I
I wonder as I wander out under the sky.
Annonymous

Colm and Siobhan discussing
the theology of Luke chapter 2!

Luke has so many parallels in his telling of the
story it is hard to keep track of them all. One parallel that goes unnoticed is that in
most cases when Luke tells a story involving a man he immediately relates a story
about a woman: e.g. at the Presentation of Jesus in the Temple, as a first born, Luke
parallels Simeon with Anna.

Josephus reports that about
256,ooo lambs were slain based
on 1 lamb feeds 10 people.
Most believe it to be closer to
15,500. John’s gospel has Jesus
being slaughtered at exactly the
same time as the lambs for the
Passover.

The sheep that grazed in that particular location belonged
to the Temple and every lamb had been declared unblemished by the priests, and by implication Jesus too is unblemished. They were to be sacrificed in the Temple in Jerusalem or eaten as Passover lambs. The sizes of these
flocks required a great host of shepherds that worked in
shifts. Some watched the sheep while the others slept.

In a society fanatical about cleanliness, shepherds stood
out as being unclean. Shepherding was a lonely, dirty job,
and did not attract people with better options. Shepherds
found it difficult to observe religious obligations. Who
would watch the sheep while they attended synagogue
services? How could they be faithful in their observance of
the many rituals? In a society where such observances separated the good from the
bad, the desirable from the undesirable, shepherds were shunned as unclean and
sinners. Would you let your daughter marry a shepherd? “Hell no”, would have been
the emphatic response. Yet, David had been a shepherd, and he had become their
greatest king.
Shepherds were never clean; it was impossible. They
were constantly walking about in excrement and touching dead things, and both activities left them in a constant state of ritual impurity. Because of their defiled
conditions, shepherds were not allowed to go to the
Temple, to offer sacrifices, or to go to the synagogues.
So, for all these reasons, even the most pious shepherds were labeled as being unclean, and therefore,
could not come into the presence of God.

Barclay notes that these
shepherds were the first to
see the “Lamb of God who
takes away the sin of the
world"
(Commentary on Luke).

However, it would be these unclean, ritually contaminated shepherds of Bethlehem that would be the first persons God would assign to visit
his Son. So, from his birth, Jesus is associated with the unclean and unworthy of society. The shepherds "are some of the first on Luke's guest list for the kingdom of
God: the poor, the maimed, the blind, the lame… (14:13, 21)".
To the righteous it was seen as shocking for God to do this! Proves again the ways
of God are not the way of humans. What human would ever have thought out this
strategy?

Jesus continues to be born where people are most in need of him
The crib at Christmas was a gift of St Francis to us; he made the first live crib. He
was so bowled over by the fact that God humbled himself to come among us.
Today the crib commemorates the birth of Christ and is a symbol of Christ being born
anew in us. It is not a past event but an on-going reality for the birthing takes place
continually in people in all the corners of the world, (how we have corners on a round
earth I’m not sure). Jesus is born day after day through little kindnesses and tiny
epiphanies in our lives. Christmas is light and joy but sadly the infant has already
died by spiritual oblivion in so many hearts. Let us pray this Christmas that Christ will
be rekindled in those hearts.
If Jesus were to come again in human form, would it be like the last time?
Would it be in a country far away or would it be in our own back
yard?
Would it be in an unused room at a nursing home?
At a homeless shelter?
Under a city bridge?
A middle class suburb or skid row?
Where would Jesus make his home?
Who would he invite to dine with him?
Who would have the role of the shepherds today?
As you consider where Jesus might be born today, what possibilities come to
mind? What elements or characteristics of the first Christmas story would you take
into account as you think about this?
I do wonder where Jesus would be born today, don't you?
When I was young I was always told off for writing
Xmas…”you are xing Christ out of Christmas”. However, the X is realy the Chi Rho (X and R combined:
XP in Latin) that you see on altar cloths and priest’s
vestments. It is the earliest form of the Christgram.
The Chi = Christ and Rho = Rex: ruler or King
Chi Rho—the gospel of
Matthew in the
Lindisfarn c.700 AD

Holly and ivy, reindeers and jingle bells,
Reminds me of shepherds; keeping watch that night.
To whom, “A Saviour is born” the angels did tell,
And they hastened to find, a child in a manger bed.
In awe of the wonderous sight, to their knees they fell.

May, “Our saviour is born”, also bring you delight and joy
And help you see the wonderous sight as well
The Christ child, living in all we meet, in the citadel.
John J Roche SS.CC.

Christmas day with the St Joseph sisters, Carondolet Convent, Los Angeles

StepIntoSpirituality@gmail.com

I would like to take this opportunity to wish you Nollag Shona Duit (happy Chrismas) and that the blessings of God be
upon you and all your loved ones this Christmastide. In Ireland it was always a tradition, on Christmas Eve, to put a
lighted candle in a window to light the way of Christ into the
home. May Christ always find his way into your home and
heart. And may the light of scripture always be your guiding
star. Fr. John
Let us Welcome the Lord
When he comes in the guise of the homeless
When he comes in the guise of the hungry
When he comes in the guise of the stranger
When he comes in the guise of the lonely
When he comes in the guise of friendship
When he comes in the guise of caring
When he comes in the guise of neighbourliness
When he comes in the guise of tenderness

When he comes in the celebration of the Sacraments
When he comes in the words of Scripture
When he comes in the celebration of the Eucharist
When he comes to us this Christmas and all the days of the coming year

If today’s media was around at the birth of Jesus what would the headlines have
been like?
Fox News

Geraldo Rivera leaves war zone to get to the bottom of incident
in Bethlehem.

Financial Times

Hike in wool prices as shepherds leave herds to celebrate a
birth.

Florida Times

Caesar Augustus forbids hand counting in Bethlehem census
and orders new tamper proof polling equipment for all of
Palestine.

Boston Globe

Homeless on increase in South Judea -even inns have no room.

National Enquirer Show me the birth certificate!

Washington Post

Oriental Kings on mystery mission
exclusive by Bob Woodward.

L. A. Times

Donkey Convoy causes highway havoc - Governor
must act

60 Minutes

Mother gives birth in stable
Stone Philips flies in

Despite how the story is told the central message is always
the same. God has become flesh and walks with us. Isaiah
foretold the visitation of God to his people and he shall be
called, Emmanuel: which means God with us. He came to his
people to liberate, reconcile and show The People of God the
way back to Eden. Thus, the son of Mary was called Jesus:
God saves, because he is The Saviour of the world.
This is what we celebrate at Christmas. It is one of the most
imaginative initiative acts of God. All the Hollywood writers
together could never have written such a script.
God did this because he thinks so highly of us and so his
present to us is Jesus. It is God’s deepest hope that his gift to
us becomes a central part of our lives.

