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 Most Americans first heard the story of  the shepherds’ angels as 

children in a Christmas pageant in a costume. Or while watching Linus recite it on A Charlie 

Brown Christmasi Our love of  this story of  shepherds and angels is a central part of  our 

Christmas heritage.  

As we mature, this story becomes more cherished, and every Christmas Eve takes on 

more meaning that we ever could have imagined as shepherds in a pageant. Every year the 

events since last Christmas bring out new wonder in this amazing account. Now in 2020, those 

shepherds watching the sheep that night were what we call “essential workers.” They were in 

the field outside of  Bethlehem in part because even a Roman emperor’s edict for everyone to 

return for a census could not eliminate the need for someone to stay and care for the sheep.  

There were more angels than the shepherds could count—all praising God, singing 

“Gloria in excelsis deo! Gloria!” In the moment when the angels left the shepherds, Luke’s 

researched account (Luke 1:1-4) follows the shepherds. As readers, we have no idea where the 

angels went. The next time one of  them appeared in Jesus’ biographies was at his empty tomb. 

The angels, even Gabriel himself, are minor characters in Christ’s coming, visible to us only 

when no human is yet able to deliver God’s message.    

The angels’ role was and is to give humans a message to pass on from generation to 

generation. Like the candle flame passed from one candle to the next in Christian Eve worship 

on this holy night, our repeating the angels song like the shepherds left us is a sign that hope 

goes on.  

Angels always disappear whenever humans can carry the Gospel. Speaking only for 

myself, I am grateful that the shepherds faithfully reported their experience to Luke. Those 

shepherds and Luke are both models of  how we do what Christ asks of  us when Christmas 

Eve service is over, the holiday is shared, and our traditions are packed away with our 

ornaments for the Christmas we hope for in 2021.  

The shepherds had sheep but no tree, not even a Charlie Brown tree. They had no gifts 

to bring the baby. All they had to offer Christ that night was their ability to remember and 

share the angels’ song with us.  



 For almost 2000 years now, the shepherds’ memory of  the angels’ song has passed 

from human to human until arriving in our ears tonight.  So then, what shall we do with it? We 

must pass it on.  

This year of  2020 for me as a preacher has been a deep dive into Paul’s letters to the 

early church. The inspiration was a realization that like us, Paul was forced to spend many 

months in social isolation. Paul’s social isolation was because he was in prison in a human 

attempt to silence the angels message of  peace on earth because Christ was born. Little did 

those in power know that their failed attempt to silence Paul would result in inspired Christian 

scripture that would outlast our memory of  them.  

 Tonight, a bit of  that scripture that is such a blessing in 2020 was read for us by Mars 

Overlee. Most years preachers, including myself, opt for a sermon on the Luke story for 

Christmas Eve. But in this year of  COVID our church has embraced reading the full 

lectionary for the day, and some of Paul’s last words are among the readings.  

“The grace of  God has appeared, bringing salvation to all people. It educates us so that 

we can live sensible, ethical, and godly lives right now by rejecting ungodly lives and the 

desires of  this world. At the same time we wait for the blessed hope and the glorious 

appearance of  our great God and savior Jesus Christ. He gave himself  for us in order 

to rescue us from every kind of  lawless behavior, and cleanse a special people for 

himself  who are eager to do good actions.” (Titus 2:11-14) ii 

 Paul wrote this to Titus a young pastor who would survive Paul’s death. This letter is 

very personal. Paul wrote to encourage Titus to keep telling the Good News even though Paul 

was in prison facing a death sentence for doing the same thing. What Titus had in common 

with the shepherds we know so well was that he had been left behind with a purpose, and that 

purpose was more than either he or Paul imagined. Being left behind left Titus holding the 

Gospel that needed to be passed on to us.  

 That makes us essential workers in sharing the good news of  Christ. 

 The full letter to Titus with all of  its instructions is rich and well worth your time to 

read, but this year in 2020 the line that grabs me is this “. . . we wait for the blessed hope and 

the glorious appearance of  our great God and savior Jesus Christ.” 

 Amen.  

i Columbia Broadcasting System, first aired 9 December 1965, a Thursday. 
ii Common English Bible, 2011, Copied and pasted from www.biblegateway.com. 

                                           


