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Holy Trinity Lutheran Church, Marshall, WI 
Christmas Eve Reflection   +   December 24, 2019 

Pastor Nancy M. Raabe  +  Luke 2:1-20 
“Hear the Angels Sing” 

 
 

As you may have noticed during our dramatic journey through Luke’s gospel this past 

year, Luke has little use for religious or political power. Nowhere is this more striking than in 

the story of Jesus’ birth. Notice that the angel does not appear in a temple or synagogue to 

make the great pronouncement. Notice that no priest is involved to sanctify the holy birth. 

Notice that no person of any official or political rank is present to validate this as a 

momentous day in history.  

Instead, God chose the good news of great joy for all people to first be shared with 

those on the lowest rung of society’s ladder—shepherds. It’s preposterous, when you think 

about it: Shepherds were those who couldn’t find decent work. They were dirty and smelly. 

Many cities and towns wouldn’t even allow them to enter city limits. They were stereotyped 

as liars, degenerates, and thieves. Yet it was shepherds, keeping their night watch over their 

flocks, to whom the sky suddenly was torn apart by light and the angel of the Lord appeared. 

And who was present at the actual birth itself, other than Jesus’ parents? Animals. 

The shepherds hadn’t gotten there yet. In desperation the family had sought shelter in what 

was probably the open-air ground floor of a house where the owner’s animals were kept. 

The newborn baby was born was placed in a feeding trough, because that’s all there was. 

Joseph had lined the trough with hay to create a cushion. Looking on were common beasts—

donkeys, cows, maybe some sheep, now wondering how they were going to eat their dinner.  

Why did God choose this odd scenario for the most momentous event? Because the 

religious and political leaders didn’t think they needed a savior. The Pharisees were smug 
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and self-satisfied. The Roman officials were drunk on their power and kowtowing to an 

emperor who considered himself to be the son of God.  

Jesus, by contrast, is born for those need him the most—the outsiders, not the 

insiders. On this Christmas Eve I challenge you to place at the center of your attention the 

homeless, the disenfranchised, the forgotten, the lonely, those who are mourning the death 

of loved ones. Imagine yourself among them, if you are not among them already. Let them 

replace the sentimentality of carols and candles, lovely as that is. Experience their yearning 

for God to fill the empty chasms in the chambers of their hearts.  

Only then can you really experience true joy at the miracle of God born into our 

world, clothed in human flesh, destined to die, destined to rise again, all for us—for us—

because God loves us that much. Joy and happiness are not the same thing. Happiness is 

here one day and gone the next. Joy is an ongoing process of living fully as God desires us to 

do, and the most important thing he desires is that we receive God’s love in his Son, to fill 

those empty recesses of our hearts. 

The carol we are about to sing captures this yearning of one such human heart. The 

author, Edmund Sears, was a mid-19th pastor in Massachusetts who spoke out boldly against 

slavery but was discouraged by armed conflicts at home and abroad. His words are a 

passionate plea to abandon war and listen to the angels’ song on that Christmas night. One 

verse that is not in our hymnal goes as follows: 

And man, at war with man, hears not 
The love-song which they bring: 
O hush the noise, ye men of strife, 
And hear the angels sing.  
 
[“It Came Upon a Midnight Clear”] 


