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Staying	in	the	Fields	(Luke	2.	1-20)	
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The	Shepherd	Who	Stayed	in	the	Fields	
	

And	when	at	first	they	stumbled	home,	
they	talked	to	me	of	kings	and	choirs,	
the	cattle’s	song,	a	woman	huddled	
in	a	filthy	shed	with	a	baby	
	

swaddled	in	starlight.	Their	faces	
were	elastic	with	an	ecstasy	
I’ve	come	to	know	in	weeks	wandering	
wordless	and	alone	with	the	flock.	
	

Now,	I	watch	them	brawling	together	
about	money	and	food,	reeling	still	
from	the	shock	of	that	liminal	
passion.	They	can	keep	their	salvation:	
I	have	these	fields,	my	sheep	are	giving	birth.1	
	

Shepherds.	Why	shepherds?	Why	does	Luke	imagine	the	first	human	witnesses	to	

the	birth	of	the	Saviour,	the	Messiah,	the	Lord	of	all,	to	be	shepherds?	In	Matthew,	

it’s	wise	men	–	known	also	as	kings,	sages.	They	are	readers	of	cosmic	signs	who’ve	

been	searching	the	heavens	and	deliberately	looking	out	for	this	happening.	Though	

admittedly	they’re	foreigners,	Matthew’s	witnesses	are	respected,	learned,	with	

access	to	the	royal	court;	they’re	capable	of	recognising	the	meaning	of	events	and	

of	offering	their	gifts	in	homage.	Luke,	on	the	other	hand,	chooses	as	his	first	

witnesses	a	random	bunch	of	shepherds	keeping	watch	over	their	flocks	by	night.	

They’re	among	the	lowliest,	roughest	and	least	respected	of	the	labouring	class;	

																																																													
1	John	Foulcher,	‘The	Shepherd	Who	Stayed	in	the	Fields’,	The	Night	Stair	(Sydney:	Pitt	Street	Poetry,	2025),	
p.19.		
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they’re	caught	unaware	and	left	uncomprehending.	In	the	two	stories	we	have	of	

Jesus’	birth,	it’s	as	if	the	evangelists	conceive	of	their	eye	witnesses	from	opposite	

ends	of	the	human	social	spectrum.	Taken	together,	they	suggest,	perhaps,	that	the	

events	of	Christmas	may	speak	to	any	human	condition.		

	 But	what,	after	the	excitement	of	the	night,	befalls	these	supposed	first	

witnesses?	What	ultimate	difference	does	encountering	the	birth	of	God	in	human	

form	make	to	them?	It’s	the	poets	who	invite	us	to	wonder.	In	his	poem,	‘Journey	of	

the	Magi’,	T.S.	Eliot	famously	suggested	that	for	the	wise	men	this	encounter	

profoundly	unsettled	their	former	belonging	and	identity.	They	returned	to	their	

homeland	so	affected	by	what	they’d	seen	that,	according	to	the	poet,	they	were	‘no	

longer	at	ease	here,	in	old	dispensation,	with	an	alien	people	clutching	their	gods’.2		

Yet	in	wonderful	poem	we	just	heard,	‘The	Shepherd	Who	Stayed	in	the	

Fields’,	John	Foulcher	suggests	almost	the	opposite	effect.	To	be	sure,	those	who	

went	with	haste	to	visit	Mary	and	Joseph	and	their	baby	‘swaddled	in	starlight’,	

seemed	to	undergo	something	powerfully	transfiguring.	They’d	stumbled	home,	

according	to	the	one	who	stayed	behind,	speaking	incoherently	of	kings	and	choirs,	

their	faces	‘elastic	with	ecstasy’,	as	if	stretched	to	take	in	some	unimaginable	joy.	

They	have	been	struck	by	an	enormity,	‘the	shock	of	that	liminal	passion’.	And	yet,	at	

least	for	now,	it	seems	they	haven’t	been	capable	of	integrating	or	incorporating	

their	experience,	of	being	changed	by	it.	After	the	initial	shock	and	joy,	their	old	

preoccupations	and	habits	of	mind	have	clicked	back	into	well-worn	grooves.	Once	

again,	they	are	brawling	together	about	money	and	food.	

	 In	the	poem,	then,	it’s	paradoxically	the	shepherd	who	didn’t	go,	the	one	who	

stayed	in	the	field,	who	has	found	what	it	means	to	inhabit	the	world	differently.	He	

appears	to	be	a	contemplative	of	sorts.	He’s	known	the	same	‘ecstasy’	as	the	others,	

not	through	some	extraordinary	encounter	with	angels	and	a	baby,	but	‘in	weeks	

wandering	wordless	and	alone	with	the	flock’.	He	realises	something	has	happened	

																																																													
2	T.S.	Eliot,	‘Journey	of	the	Magi’,	Collected	Poems	1909-1962	(London:	Faber	and	Faber	Ltd,	1963),	pp.109-
110.	
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to	them	–	but	he	also	knows	his	companions	do	not	stably	inhabit	its	meaning.	So	–	

‘they	can	keep	their	salvation:	I	have	these	fields,	my	sheep	are	giving	birth’.	

	 This	might	seem	a	confronting	poem	to	read	on	Christmas	Day,	when	it’s	all	

about	going	to	see	the	baby,	rejoicing	with	the	angels	and	praising	God	‘for	all	we	

have	heard	and	seen’.	What	are	we	supposed	to	make	of	it?	Is	it	calling	in	question	

the	significance	of	this	nativity?	Is	it	suggesting	we	should	all	just	go	about	our	

business	like	the	majority	of	our	contemporaries,	declining	the	invitation	to	turn	

aside	from	our	ordinary	tasks	to	come	and	worship	the	Christ?	Or,	is	it	pointing	to	a	

different	truth?		

Because	I	think	the	poem	is	right	that	if	Christmas	is	nothing	but	a	one-off	

encounter	with	the	liminal	dimension	of	existence,	an	event	which	–	however	

astonishing	and	joyous	–	fails	to	permeate	the	rest	of	our	lives,	then	it	changes	

nothing	and	means	little.	‘They	can	keep	their	salvation’.	Or,	as	the	tradition	puts	it,	

‘what	good	does	it	do	me	if	Christ	was	born	in	Bethlehem	once	if	he	is	not	born	now	

in	our	hearts’?	But	if	it’s	a	beginning,	the	recognition	of	a	breakthrough	whose	

meaning	we	learn	over	time,	then	that’s	different.		

With	the	birth	of	Jesus,	so	the	gospels	proclaim,	there’s	a	rent	in	the	veil	

between	heaven	and	earth,	God	and	humanity,	now	and	eternity.	In	this	particular	

fleshly	life,	some	who	witnessed	it	came,	against	all	reason	and	expectation,	to	

recognise	the	life	of	God	fully	incarnate	and	fully	expressed.	In	contact	with	his	life,	

they	found	that	their	lives	too	could	grow	and	stretch	to	express	the	fullness	of	

reality.	Heaven	and	earth,	God	and	humanity,	now	and	eternity	at	one	in	them	–	in	

us	–	such	that	wherever	we	are,	in	the	office,	in	the	home,	in	the	hospital,	in	the	

fields,	we	begin	to	inhabit	our	world	differently.		

Like	the	shepherds	who	went	with	the	angels,	some	of	us	come	to	a	glimpse	

of	this	possibility	by	means	of	an	original	event	of	encounter	–	an	angel,	a	dream,	a	

meeting	at	a	moment	in	time.	Others,	like	the	shepherd	who	stayed	in	the	fields,	

come	to	it	by	a	gradual	suffusing	of	the	omnipresent	Life	and	Light	of	the	world	into	

consciousness.	But,	however	it	comes,	what	matters	in	the	end	is	that	we	stay	close	
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to	this	possibility	and	learn	to	live	from	it,	so	that	we	too	come	to	realise	its	truth	in	

our	existence.		

Today,	through	the	imagination	of	the	gospels	and	the	poets,	we	celebrate	the	

fact	that	Jesus’	human	life	had	a	beginning	in	a	particular	time	and	place.	Let	us	pray	

that	this	beginning	continues	to	unfold	its	meaning	and	gift	through	us.	

	

	


