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Luke 2:1-20 

 

This morning was to have been the moment, 

But it turns out, after all, 

That it will be early tomorrow,  

God willing.  

Before dawn, 

A rocket will go hurtling out into the heavens, 

Beyond what we can see, 

Into the realms of vastness 

That we can scarcely imagine.  

 

The most powerful telescope  

Ever built, 

Ever launched, 

Will set off on its way  

To explore the boundaries of what is 

And seek the beginnings of time.  

 

This new telescope is designed 

To probe the origins of the stars.  

 

And the women and men 

Who have worked for years  

To bring the project to this moment, 

Skilled and learned, and perhaps even wise, 

Are anything but dispassionate 

As they wait for their treasure  

To take flight into the beyond, 

A million miles from here, 

Where it will unfold its wings 

And, if all goes well, 

Begin to send us revelations 

That will transform  

How we understand the universe.  

 

This is a wonderful thing, 

A triumph of science 

In a time when we need  

All the good news we can get 

About our capacity to learn 

And adapt and discover.  

It is a wonderful gift, 

And yet –  
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It shows us, at the same time, 

What has slipped away from us.  

 

There was once no need for a telescope 

To experience the wonder of the stars.  

 

The stars are slipping out of our world. 

The stars, 

And the light beyond the stars, 

And the love that gives birth to the light. 

So many have lost the thread  

That connects us to the beyond.  

 

We can hope to launch a rocket  

Bearing a marvelous telescope  

Into the far reaches of the heavens, 

But we cannot see the stars 

As they appeared on that wondrous night, 

That night so long ago 

When a star came to rest 

Over a mother and her baby, 

A mother and a baby 

Who carried the light within them.  

 

It is impossible – 

Impossible to imagine the glory of the night sky 

In a “world lit only by fire.” 

 

On that night so long ago – 

That night that is, by a mystery,  

This night – 

There was moonglow, perhaps 

And the fires of earth. 

 

And the countless stars, 

Lighting up the sky in a way we will never see, 

Stretching across the vault of heaven 

And fanning out into infinity. 

 

Stars without number, 

Beautiful and mysterious  

And utterly distant. 

 

Imagine, if ever you have seen the night sky 

Far from city lights, 

Far from headlights swinging in and out of view, 



 3 

Imagine that night sky and magnify it.   

 

Impossible for us to know. 

But imagine. 

 

Impossible for us to imagine, as well, 

The experience of the shepherds 

Who lived out in the fields, 

Watching their sheep under the night sky. 

 

Isolation, cold, dirt and degradation. 

They lived on the edge, 

Outcast, barely tolerated, 

Sometimes in danger, 

Always outsiders. 

 

Impossible for most of us to know 

What that was like. 

But imagine.  

 

Imagine,  

And, if you can, 

go looking inside yourself 

for that place where your experience  

is in fact like theirs.   

  

If you have ever been cold, 

Imagine their cold. 

 

If you have ever felt alone, 

Imagine their isolation. 

 

If you have ever been put down, 

Imagine the systematic degradation 

They experienced.   

 

Somewhere inside you, 

You know something about what it was like 

For those shepherds 

Who lived out in the fields, 

Under the dome of heaven 

Spangled with numberless stars, 

Impossibly bright.  

 

So imagine. 
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And as you watch with them 

In the cold field 

Under the countless stars, 

Hear again, 

For the first, or perhaps the hundredth time, 

The good news 

That changed the world for them. 

The song of angels. 

The voice of heaven,  

Bringing good news for all of us.  

 

This news.  

There is a brightness 

Beyond the brightness even of the stars, 

A warm fire at the center of all life. 

We need no telescope to discover it.  

It is always there, 

And sometimes we can see it, 

And feel it, 

And trust that it is real. 

No change or loss can take this away.  

No pandemic can flatten it. 

No variant can keep it from us.  

The bright glory is forever.  

 

On that cold night, 

All of a sudden, 

The shepherds see and know  

That radiance 

Shining through the heavens, 

Brighter than the stars.  

Nothing can quench that brilliance, 

No sorrow or shame or regret. 

Nothing can dim the brightness 

That lives inside all things. 

Nothing can separate us from the light beyond the stars, 

Because it is as close 

As our own hearts. 

 

We can forget this; 

We can lose it; 

We can watch helplessly  

As it is taken from us. 

Maybe that had happened to the shepherds. 

 

Until tonight,  
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When they hear the good news. 

 

The good news is this – 

There is always more light, 

And we can always reach for it, 

Again and again and again. 

No disappointment or frustration can dim it.  

 

That is the promise of this night. 

The light is always there, 

Enough and more than enough for everyone, 

Anyone. 

 

The shepherds heard the message,  

And they believed it,  

And ran to see it, 

And found it.  

And again, tonight, 

They lead the way 

To the source of light, 

The mother and the baby 

And the light that flows between them.  

 

They see it and know it, 

And, though it seems impossible, 

They understand that the promise and glory of life is for them. 

And if it is for them, 

Unclean, outcast, essential and overlooked, 

It is for everyone.   

 

When the shepherds went back to their fields, 

They carried the light within them.  

Life is better than it seems. 

In the world revealed on this night, 

There are no outcasts, 

No one left out in the cold.   

 

This good news is for you now. 

Wherever you have come from, 

Whatever you carry with you,  

No matter why you watch through the cold dark night, 

The glory streaming through the heavens this night 

Is shining down on you.   

 

The possibility of hope, 

The healing of old hurts, 
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The quiet beginning of new life, 

These gifts are for you.   

 

The stars are brighter than we can see, 

Most of the time. 

The rocket is still grounded, 

And it may not fly tomorrow.  

But we don’t need a telescope  

The show us the truth.  

Tonight, 

The infinite brightness  

That is beyond the stars  

Comes close, 

And invites us into the light. 

 

The light of the stars 

Is infinite beyond our imagining, 

No matter what the telescope reveals. 

But tonight it is as close as our hearts. 

 

The light that fires all things 

Is seeable, touchable, 

In the circle of love 

With the mother and the baby at its heart. 

 

The circle they create is open; 

You can enter from anywhere, 

At any time, 

And find yourself gathered into their light.  

They have room for you 

At the center of their love. 

 

Imagine. 

This is possible. 

In fact, 

It is a promise. 
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 For this phrase, thanks to William Manchester, A World Lit Only by Fire.   


