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In our western first-world culture the birth of a child is mostly a private affair. 

Hospitals have maternity wards and sometimes restrict visitors to the father, 

wearing a mask. In some hospitals the new mother’s room has a separate but 

adjoining day nursery, with a large glass window, allowing her to have her child 

with her for much of the time.  

In the era when Our Lord Jesus was born, things were different. There was 

something public about a birth. It was a time of rejoicing in the neighborhood. A 

feast was laid on for relatives and friends, who all came to see the newborn infant. 

But when Jesus was born, something else was different. Mary and Joseph were in 

Bethlehem. This was far from their home in Nazareth. The usual festivities were 

muted because the Holy Family likely had few relatives in the Bethlehem area. Or 

none. For the record, the only guests visiting the Christ Child were some poor Jews 

and some rich Gentiles.  

Some commentators have been embarrassed that lowly shepherds were the first to 

learn about the birth of Jesus. Nomadic herdsmen annoyed the rabbis because of 

their manner of life, necessary absence from the synagogue, and their failure to 

fulfill the Law. The shepherds didn’t even live in Bethlehem but in Beit Schur, just 

below the town. And the sloping field just east of Bethlehem is called the 

Shepherd’s Field even in our own day. There were attempts to make the shepherds 

more respectable! It was said this was because they guarded the sheep destined to 

provide sacrifices in the Jerusalem Temple. Therefore these shepherd were ready 

to welcome the newborn Messiah. 

All of this forgets that the Old Testament is full of references to sheep and 

shepherds. The great heroes of the faith, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, and David, 

spent time as shepherds. And the 23rd Psalm is the most beautiful commentary on 

shepherding ever written. Building on this tradition, the New Testament refers to 

Our Lord Jesus as The Good Shepherd. How appropriate that in my seminary  days 

in the 1960s the chapel where I worshipped was named for the Good Shepherd. In 

it the altar reredos contained the figure of Our Lord with a lamb draped across His 

shoulders. For the Church that image has stuck. Clergy who are in charge of a 

congregation are called pastors, and refer to their congregation as their flock. And 
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the bishop’s staff is a shepherd’s crook. So no one has to apologize for the 

Bethlehem shepherds as the first guests to visit the newborn Christ Child.  

Mary and Joseph took no offense. Fancy apartment buildings used to have a sign 

on the front door “Deliver goods in rear.” But there was no rear door in a cave! 

And a cave it probably was. There has never been much wood around Bethlehem. 

Only the wealthy could afford wood for construction. But there are lots of rock and 

caves. So the shepherds came in the front door. On their part, Mary and Joseph 

knew the Scriptures and took comfort in Psalm 18. “The Lord is my rock, and my 

fortress, and my deliverer; my God, my strength, in whom I will trust.” How 

appropriate that the place where Jesus was born was not made by any human being 

but by God Himself! And in that way, among many, Mary and Joseph 

contemplated the mystery of God in the face of the Child Who was their own and 

yet not their own.   

In our yearly liturgical observance we will wait for the other guests, the wise men. 

But how appropriate the first visitors to the Christ Child were wise men, 

representing privilege, wealth, and intelligence, and shepherds, who stood for the 

cross-section of average Palestinians, and men who worked the third shift. 

Together they are the prototype of the worldwide Catholic Church about which 

Our Lord Jesus, some thirty years later, declared “And I, if I am lifted up, will 

draw all men unto me.”  

We are not told if anyone stayed with the sheep while the shepherds went to find 

the newborn Christ. Perhaps a sheep dog stayed behind. But sheep still graze in the 

hills around Bethlehem. It’s a variety called ovis laticaulata, the Oriental broad-

tailed sheep. No doubt they are descendants of that very flock whose grazing was 

interrupted on that extraordinary night when “The Word became flesh and dwelt 

among us.  


