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SETTING THE SCENE: Rarely does Christmas 
come on a Sunday so I thought it good to provide 
this background information. Thanks to scores of 
Renaissance paintings, most modern readers 
picture a barn full of animals and a wooden 
manger when they read the nativity story of the 
Gospels. The earliest traditions, however, locate 
Jesus’ birth in a cave. This fits with the ancient 
practice of building a rock-cut cave or extra room 
for household storage and the feeding of animals, 
perhaps within a stable or sheepfold. Since the 
owners of the house could not provide Mary with 
a private room for the birth, they could at least 
offer her protection from the cold in a stable or 

rock cave that stayed insulated all year. The Antiquity Center’s manger (in the cave through the doorway) consists of hewn stone 
troughs that would be used to feed the animals. It is protected by a sheepfold made of field stones and thorny branches to keep away 
predators. 

Lk. 2: 15-20 
Lk. 2:15 When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, "Let us go now to Bethlehem and 
see this thing that has taken place, which the Lord has made known to us." 16 So they went with haste and found Mary and Joseph, 
and the child lying in the manger. 17 When they saw this, they made known what had been told them about this child; 18 and all who 
heard it were amazed at what the shepherds told them. 19 But Mary treasured all these words and pondered them in her heart. 20 
The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all they had heard and seen, as it had been told them. 

DISCUSSION QUESTION: The shepherds responded to what had been made known to them by the angels by going to see for 
themselves if it be true. How do I know when what has been told to be about God is true? 

PRAYER: Wonderful shepherds who came and saw that the promise of a savior was indeed true. It took your eyes of faith to trust that 
a helpless baby would one day follow in your footsteps and become my “good shepherd”. Keep my eyes and ears open to all the 
hidden ways that God is becoming Incarnate in my world today and give me the patience and ability to see the long view so as to give 
time for that new thing to grow and mature into the fullness of God’s plan in my life. Amen 

WORD STUDY AND QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION: 
(For a change I am highlighting action words for this study guide) 

LEFT: The angels left the shepherds with the wonder filled announcement 
of the birth the long awaited savior was a baby in a manger. 
Do you think that the shepherds wondered what good it would do to have a 
baby as a savior?  

GONE: The angels left the shepherds with only their promise. 
Have you ever ventured into the unknown with only a promise to guide 
you? 

SAID/TOLD: The shepherds went from hearing what was said to them, to 
telling everyone what they found when they experienced the child. 
Have you ever experienced a miracle and couldn’t wait to tell everyone 
what you had seen or experienced? If so, how can this help you to share 
your experience of Christmas with others? 

GO /WENT: There seems to be no wavering about leaving the sheep to check and see if what they had experienced was really true. 
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We only waver when we have doubts about something. What do you think helped the shepherds to not waiver? 

SEE/SAW: As humans we often need to see with our own eyes something to believe it to be true. The shepherds went from seeing to 
sharing what they had experienced. 
What have you seen and believed about the Incarnation that helps you to share what you have experienced? 

TAKEN PLACE: In other translations the word happened is used. 
Which words works best for you here and why? 

KNOWN: It is said that once we know something we can’t “un-know” it. 
What about the Incarnation do you truly know? 

HASTE: Haste implies a quick, sometimes almost an unreflective response to a situation. 
When was the last time you made haste to be somewhere or do something? Could remembering your feelings of that event help you 
enter into the feelings of the shepherds? 

FOUND: To find something or someone implies someone was looking/searching for something that was lost or missing. 
How has your Advent preparations help you to find the real and deeper meaning of the Incarnation this year? 

LYING: The infant way lying in total helplessness. 
What about this Christmas helps you to see this vulnerability as a revelation of God’s love? 

HEARD: The people who heard the witness of the shepherds were amazed at what they were told. 
What have you to tell about what you have seen in faith in your own life that could amaze others? 
  
TREASURED/PONDERED: Mary treasured and pondered what was happening in and through her not knowing how it would affect 
her and our entire lives. 
Is there anything you are treasuring or pondering in your own life that has the potential to change everything for you and others? 

RETURNED: The shepherds went back to their flocks forever changed and given hope. 
How is this celebration of the Incarnation doing the same for you? 

GLORIFYING/PRAISING: The outcome of seeing and hearing a sign of God’s breaking into the world was having the shepherds’ 
glorifying and praising God. 
Is there anything you have seen or heard that helps you to experience God’s breaking into the world to evoke this response in you?  

PARELLEL TEXTS:  None 

OTHER TEXTS OF THE 
WEEK: 
The readings in ( ) are for the 
Catholic lectionary. The others are 
ones we share in common. 

SUPPORTIVE 
INFORMATION: 
The Christian Apocrypha are rich 
with tales of the birth of Jesus. 
The earliest and most well-known 
of these are the stories found in 
the Protevangelium (or “Proto-
Gospel”) of James. Composed in 
the late second century, this text 
combines the infancy narratives of 

Matthew and Luke with other traditions, including stories of the Virgin Mary’s own birth and upbringing. The Protevangelium was 
exceptionally popular—hundreds of manuscripts of the text exist today in a variety of languages, and it has profoundly influenced 
Christian liturgy and teachings about Mary. The Protevangelium was transmitted in the West as part of the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew, 
which added to it tales of the Holy Family’s sojourn in Egypt and, in some manuscripts, stories of Jesus’ childhood taken from 
the Infancy Gospel of Thomas. Other Pseudo-Matthew manuscripts incorporate a different telling of Jesus’ birth from an otherwise lost 
gospel that scholars call the Book about the Birth of the Savior. In the East, the Protevangelium was translated into Syriac and 
expanded with a different set of stories set in Egypt to form the Life of the Blessed Virgin Mary, which was later translated into Arabic 
as the Arabic Infancy Gospel. Another Syriac reworking of the Protevangelium lies behind the Armenian Infancy Gospel. Christians in 
the East also expanded on Matthew’s Magi traditions creating the Revelation of the Magi, the Legend of Aphroditianus, and On the 
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Star (erroneously attributed to Eusebius of Caesarea), each of which in their own way narrates how the Magi became aware that the 
star heralded the birth of a king. 

And when we give each other Christmas gifts in His name, let us remember that He has given us the sun and the moon and the stars, 
and the earth with its forests and mountains and oceans--and all that lives and move upon them. He has given us all green things and 
everything that blossoms and bears fruit and all that we quarrel about and all that we have misused--and to save us from our 
foolishness, from all our sins, He came down to earth and gave us Himself.― Sigrid Undset 

In the humanity which is begotten today, the Word prolongs the unending act of God's own birth, and by virtue of God's immersion in 
the world's womb, the great embryonic waters of the kingdom of matter have, without even a ripple, been imbued with life. The 
immense host, which is the universe, is made flesh ... We are all of us together carried in the one world-womb; yet each of us is our 
own little microcosm in which the Incarnation is wrought independently with degrees of intensity and shades that are 
incommunicable. Teilhard de Chardin] 

Before the thirteenth century, Christmas was no big deal. The emphasis was entirely on the high holy days of Easter, as it seems it 
should be.  Richard Rohr 

What have I been waiting for? Why am I celebrating? You. Here. Now. Not when things are perfect, or pure, or peaceful, or right; but 
when everything is wrong and inconvenient and there is no room; this is when You arrive. Today, not someday. Now, not later. Here, 
not somewhere,...or everywhere,...or nowhere. Here. Now. The One I need most. Dr. David Hirstius 

"Christmas is approaching: there will be lights, parties, lighted Christmas trees, and manger scenes. It’s all a sham. Christmas isn't real 
unless we learn the way of peace. We haven't. There are wars everywhere" Pope Francis 

Anonymous Pilgrim of Piacenza (6th century)    Itinerarium Antonini Placentini, 560-570 AD 
Around the middle of the sixth century, the Anonymous Pilgrim of Piacenza began his journey that took him from Constantinople to 
Alexandria in Egypt. During the course of his travels he visited the Sea of Galilee and he has left us a brief description of the village 
of Capernaum. The pilgrim’s attention was drawn only to Peter’s house, which he describes as like a church. What he in fact was 
describing was the Byzantine-era octagonal church constructed in the sixth century that covered the Apostle’s house and testified to 
the importance of the site. 
“Then we arrived to the city of Tiberias, where there are thermal waters for bathing that are naturally salty, while the neighboring sea 
(lake) is freshwater. This sea has a circumference of sixty miles. Then we continued to Capernaum to the house of the Blessed Peter, 
which is now a church. From there, passing through villages, mountain cottages and towns we came to two springs, those of Jor and 
Dan which, putting them together, have come to be called Jordan; although they are actually quite small, they enter into the sea, pass 
through the waters, and exit on the opposite shore. Retracing our steps, we came to the place where the Jordan enters the sea; and at 
this place we crossed the Jordan. We came to the city called Gadara, which is the same as Gabaon.” 

"For outlandish creatures like us, on our way to a heart, a brain, and courage, Bethlehem is not the end of our journey but only the 
beginning — not home, but the place through which we must pass if ever we are to reach home at last." - Frederick Buechner 

“To the American People: Christmas is not a time or a season but a state of mind. To cherish peace and good will, to be plenteous in 
mercy, is to have the real spirit of Christmas. If we think on these things, there will be born in us a Savior and over us will shine a star 
sending its gleam of hope to the world.” - Calvin Coolidge 

Christmas Is Already Easter : In Jesus, God achieved the perfect synthesis of the divine and the human. The incarnation of Jesus 
demonstrates that God meets us where we are as humans. God freely and fully overcomes the gap from God’s side. The problem of 
redemption is already resolved once and for all, long before its dramatic illustration on the cross. Bethlehem already revealed that it 
was good to be a human being. For the Christian, spiritual power is always hidden inside of powerlessness, just as God was hidden 
and yet revealed in a defenseless baby. If God is ever to be loved and shared, God had to risk both human embodiment and human 
vulnerability. This is the only thing that enchants and evokes the human heart. We do not properly fall in love with concepts or 
theological ideas (although some do try); persons fall in love with other persons. In a weak little child, God is both perfectly hidden 
and perfectly revealed—and fully lovable. 
Richard Rohr: Yes, And . . . . Meditation 49 of 51  

I have long felt that Christmas is a feast which is largely celebrating humanity’s unconscious desire and goal. Its meaning is too much 
for the rational mind to process, so God graciously puts this Big Truth on a small stage so that we can wrap our mind and heart around 
it over time. No philosopher would dare to predict “the materialization of God,” so we are just presented with a very human image of a 
poor woman and her husband with a newly born child. (I am told that the Madonna is by far the most painted image in Western 
civilization.) Richard Rohr 

"There are those who have determined not only the year of our Lord's birth, but also the day; and they say that it took place in the 28th 
year of Augustus, and in the 25th day of Pachon [the Egyptian month-May 20 in our calendar]... And treating of His Passion, with very 
great accuracy, some say that it took place in the 16th year of Tiberius, on the 25th of Phamenoth [March 21]; and others on the 25th 
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of Pharmuthi [April 21] and others say that on the 19th of Pharmuthi [April 15] the Savior suffered. Further, others say that He was 
born on the 24th or 25th of Pharmuthi [April 20 or 21]."  Clement of Alexandria (200 CE) does not mention December 25 as a 
possibility. 

The mystery of the Incarnation is precisely the repositioning of God in the material world once and forever. Continual top-down 
religion often creates very passive, and even passive-dependent and passive-aggressive Christians. I know this as a Catholic priest for 
over 40 years. Bottom-up, or incarnational religion, offers a God we can experience for ourselves. We have nothing to fight or prove, 
just something to know for ourselves. This is what we are about to celebrate at Christmas. Richard Rohr 

Objectively we are already in union with God, but it is very hard for people to believe and experience this when they have no positive 
sense of identity, no courage yet, no boundaries, and no authentic religious experience.  They have no container for such an awesome 
content, no wineskins that are prepared to hold such utterly new wine. So early stage religion is largely preparing you for the immense 
gift, like creating a proper stable into which the Christ can be born.  Unfortunately, most people get preoccupied with their stable and 
never get to the birth happening inside. Only later can we begin to comprehend who we fully are, as Paul says, “hidden with Christ in 
God” (Colossians 3:3). Then the humble stable, the little manger filled with straw, finds itself holding the Eternal Mystery.  Pretty 
awesome, isn’t it? Richard Rohr: Everything Belongs 

Selfishness makes Christmas a burden, love makes it a delight. – Anonymous 

Great little One! Whose all-embracing birth Lifts Earth to Heaven, stoops Heaven to Earth.   ~Richard Crashaw 

"Christmas renews our youth by stirring our wonder. The capacity for wonder has been called our most pregnant human faculty, for in 
it are born our art, our science, our religion."– Ralph W. Sockman, Now to Live! 

The mystery of Christmas lays upon us all a debt and an obligation to the rest of [humankind] and to the whole created universe. We 
who have seen the light of Christ are obliged, by the greatness of the grace that has been given us, to make known the presence of the 
Savior to the ends of the earth. This we will do not by preaching the glad tidings of His coming, but above all by revealing Him in our 
lives. Christ is born to us today, in order that He may appear to the whole world through us. This one day is the day of His birth, but 
every day of our mortal lives must be his manifestation, His divine Epiphany, in the world which He has created and redeemed. 
 Thomas Merton. Seasons of Celebration (New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 1965): 112. 

God the Father gives birth to his Son in the very oneness of the divine nature. In the same way, God the Father gives birth to his Son in 
the ground and essence of the soul, and thus he unites himself with her. Were any image present there would not be real union, and in 
real union lies our beatitude. . . . Therefore you must dwell in the ground of your soul, where God will join you to his essence without 
the medium of any image. - Meister Eckhart 

Dearly beloved, today our Savior is born; let us rejoice.  Sadness should have no place on the birthday of life.  The fear of death has 
been swallowed up; life brings us joy with the promise of eternal happiness.  - Leo the Great, "Sermon" 

1870 - The Christian holiday of Christmas is declared a federal holiday in the United States. 

When the song of the angels is silent When the star in the sky is gone When the kings and princes are home When the shepherds are 
again tending their sheep When the manger is darkened and still The work of Christmas begins -- To find the lost To heal the broken 
To feed the hungry To rebuild the nations To bring peace among people To befriend the lonely To release the prisoner To make music 
in the heart. -- Howard Thurmond in Parables Etc 

 “What good is it if Mary gave birth to the son of God 1400 years ago and I do not also give birth to the son of God in my time and 
culture?  Master Eckert   (Mystic, Theologian).   14th century 
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