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Sermon, St. David’s Episcopal, Christmas Eve 2019, Isaiah 62:6-12; Luke 2:1-20 (Elizabeth 

Felicetti) 

Christmas Eve isn’t a night for long sermons. What more is there to say after hearing this 

glorious story and watching a fabulous pageant? I just want to quickly touch on three things—

sentinels, signs, and shepherds—and then we can move on to communion and candles and Silent 

Night. 

First, sentinels. Our Isaiah reading tonight mentions them specifically: “Upon your walls, O 

Jerusalem, I have posted sentinels; all day and all night they shall never be silent.” These 

sentinels are to repeat God’s promises over and over and over again. Imagine what that would be 

like: to have someone charged with guarding us, keeping us; constantly reminding us of God’s 

love. 

I have to admit that when I first think of sentinels, I tend to think of the ones in the twenty-year-

old movie The Matrix. They were black scary machines that looked like big spiders or squid, and 

they were constantly patrolling for rogue humans to destroy. 

But sentinels are intended to protect. Sometimes we call them sentries. Guards. All of these 

words can have negative imagery, but what’s intended is safety. Protection. 

Saving. 

God’s people longed to be saved. What about you today? From what do you need saving? Can 

you hear sentinels all around you in this place, whispering about God’s love, pointing you 

towards signs? 

In our pageant this year, we used a different version of the story, so the word “sign” wasn’t 

specifically used, but a sign is a significant part of the Christmas story. “This will be sign for 

you: you will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger.” This child is a sign 

of the angel’s proclamation, of good news of great joy: a Savior has been born. God’s people 

will be saved, and the sign will be a child in a manger. 

I wonder if sometimes, we Christians are we so busy seeking signs that we ignore the sentinels 

all around us relentlessly whispering God’s promises. Perhaps those sentinels become some 

white noise in the background, and maybe we only hear them on dramatic nights like tonight, 

Christmas Eve, when we pull out all the stops. A pageant. Incense. Extra flowers and candles. 

Maybe we don’t see signs even then. This time of year, though, is ripe with signs. Spending time 

with someone you didn’t think you’d get to see. A small gift that you weren’t expecting that 

shows someone understands you. A room full of people, singing about a child and shepherds by 

candlelight. 

We didn’t have kings in our pageant tonight, because they aren’t in the Gospel of Luke. The 

three kings or three wise men or whatever you want to call them are in Matthew’s Gospel, and in 

our tradition, they don’t actually show up until January 6th. You can see them in our windows 

now, making their way to the child. But in tonight’s story we do have shepherds, and the sign in 

the story is promised to the shepherds. 
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Shepherds, really, are a lot like sentinels. They are guarding sheep from predators so that the 

sheep can live and thrive and flourish Shepherds are significant in the Christmas story because 

they were kind of on the margins of society. They weren’t the kings. They weren’t the important 

people. They hung out with animals all day, so, their social skills with people probably didn’t get 

much of a workout. Some of the niceties of polite society were most likely weak in them. 

But their job was important, and they had to be faithful. They had to seek out the lost sheep who 

would wander off. They had to be alert to danger lurking everywhere. 

A favored image of Jesus is as a shepherd, and we call the kind of care that we give to each other 

as church members “pastoral care.” We try to care for one another. We gather together on nights 

like this to celebrate together, but we also seek out those who can’t be here. Shepherds in our 

congregation took communion to shut-ins. Delivered meals. Made hospital visits. This is what 

Christmas are called to do.  

And we are called to do this not only to our members but to those beyond these walls. We are 

called to go to those on the margins, like those early shepherds. Because God loves them. 

Do you see yourself as a shepherd? Can you seek out shepherds and outsiders? Can you come to 

see yourself as a sentinel, constantly proclaiming God’s love? 

Tonight we get the most amazing sign of God’s love: Jesus Christ. Tonight we celebrate 

Emmanuel, God with us. God becoming one of us, constantly showing God’s love. When Jesus 

was among us, he performed miracles and healing; and miracles and healing continue today. One 

of the Eucharistic prayers—the very one we’re praying tonight, prayer C—asks God to open our 

eyes to see God’s hand in the world about us. Because it is there, even among the violence and 

the natural disasters and the heartbreaks and the bitter political climate. Sometimes the very 

darkest times are when the signs are most visible to us. People being kind to each other. People 

acting as shepherds. As sentinels. As signs. 

Christ is shining tonight. Can you see him? Can you share his love? 

 


