
                             
 
 

   
 

 
Tonight, we remember, as we so often do at Christmas, the shepherds abiding in the fields, keeping watch over 
their flocks by night. Unlike Mary and Joseph, who travel to Bethlehem from Nazareth, or the Wise Men from 
the east, the shepherds do not travel far to get to Bethlehem. It’s where they live, tending sheep who need 
regular attention and guidance, and whose welfare is in their hands. I imagine the shepherds live a rather 
circumscribed life. Defined by the sheep for whom they care, theirs is a pretty predictable, remote, and 
sometimes lonely existence. 
 
I ran across a story of a real-life shepherd several years ago. It was a story told a long time ago on a weekly 
radio program presented by Arturo Toscanini and the NBC Symphony Orchestra that was broadcast 
nationwide. One night, the announcer came on with a statement: “Here is a letter I would like to read at this 
time. It says, ‘I am a sheepherder in Wyoming. My only entertainment is a battery radio, which I use sparingly 
to make the batteries last, and my fiddle, which I play a great deal. . . .”1 
  
I am going to tell the rest of the story before the sermon is finished, but I want to stop here and think more 
closely about this statement: “My only entertainment is a battery radio, which I use sparingly to make the 
batteries last.” This shepherd was a man who understood one of the fundamental realities of his life. If he 
wasn’t careful, the batteries on which he relied might run out. 
  
This is one of the dangers of any life lived routinely, especially a life lived caring for the needs of others. That 
danger is that the batteries might run out. 
  
In his book, The Call of Service, Robert Coles has an entire chapter entitled “Hazards.” In that chapter, he tells 
the story of a young woman named Laura, a child of the 60s. When she was just a college student, she and her 
boyfriend Tim, both from privileged communities in Connecticut, spent a few summers in the South, where 
they worked for integration and justice. They continued their work after graduation. It was hard work - 
intense and personally costly. Laura was tired. 
  
“It’s not that I’m physically tired,” she said to Coles. “It’s upstairs, in my head. I’m sort of resigned. I’ll stick 
with it, but I’ve lost something, some kind of hopeful, alive confidence. I begin to say our slogan, ‘We shall 
overcome,’ on a picket line, but I’m not sure I believe it. I’m going through the motions. We shall, I know – but 
now I can picture new problems replacing the old ones and after a while, feeling this way, you begin to 
wonder.”2 
  

                                                 
1 Thom Gosser. Told on Presbynet, Bottom Drawer, 337 or 575, October 16, 1989. Taken from Keep in Tune by Irving D. Larson and 
found on the back of a Cathedral Art Folder. 
2 Robert Coles, The Call of Service (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1993), 122. 
 

 



   
 

You do begin to wonder, and it is not just hard, uphill justice work that makes people feel this way. Coles notes 
that “even in communities where reasonably comfortable people are able to do reasonably conventional work 
without harassment. . . a measure of hesitation, of tiredness, of relative apathy can begin to take root.”3 
  
When life is like it is, day after day after day, and work is like it is, year in and year out, you just get tired. 
Your batteries wear out. It’s a fact of routine existence. 
  
Our shepherd out in Wyoming knew this, but he also seemed to know how to re-energize himself. One of the 
things he did was to play the fiddle. But there was a problem with his fiddle, he wrote in his letter to the radio 
station. “I have lost the tuning on my A string, and I can’t play at all.”4 
 
As the mother of a former violin student, I know what this shepherd was talking about. Not only is the tuning 
of the A string critical, but a violin is not an easy instrument to keep in tune in the first place. Like any other 
stringed instrument, a violin’s tuning is affected by changes in temperatures. We found it gets all out of whack 
when someone drops it on the floor. We’ve also discovered that everyday playing – routine use – stretches this 
string and that string, and this gets a violin out of tune, too. 
 
It’s ironic that regular use and routine playing can make a violin out of tune, but maybe it is not so surprising. 
It’s typical of much of life, isn’t it? Sometimes for us the repetition of activity, day after day, makes us out of 
tune, too. 
 
This shepherd is not the only person to have found weariness and isolation in a circumscribed life. Nor is he 
the only person to have asked for help. “Please sir,” the letter went on, “is it possible for you to sound an A on 
your program, so I can tune my violin?”5 
  
It was a modest request, not unlike the modest requests many of us make for our lives. It is not that we are 
looking in life for some big change, for we are no more able or likely to leave our routines than the shepherd 
probably was. People are dependent upon us here, and here we shall stay. But we would like to be able to live 
in tune, would we not? We would like to be able to live in a way that doesn’t use up all our energy. We, too, I 
think, listen and yearn for the note that will allow us to re-tune our lives. 
  
If the shepherd was listening the night his letter was read, he would have heard the note for which he listened, 
because the announcer stopped after reading the letter, and the story says, “the vast network stood still for a 
moment and a clear A sounded out across America.”6 
  
I would like to think that 2000 years ago, the angels who sang to the shepherds sang a clear A. Because what 
the story of the shepherds tells us is that the good news of Christmas night isn’t offered just to those who 
search for it diligently. The news of God coming to earth and re-tuning your life and mine is also offered to us 
who stay at home: 
 

                                                 
3 Ibid, 124. 
4 Gosser. 
5 Ibid.  
6 Ibid. 
 

 



   
 

Who set the same table every day 
And wash the same dishes every night; 
Who look after the people entrusted to our care 
And on their behalf face the same problems again and again; 
Who may “have walked a thousand miles, yet only worn 
“The grass between our work and home away.”7 

 
The good news is for us, too. The life that can restore our lives, and the love that can keep us in tune is born in 
Bethlehem. Let us go, again this year, and see this thing that has come to pass. 
Amen. 
 
 
 

                                                 
7 W.H. Auden, “For the Time Being,” in Collected Poems, edited by Edward Mendelson (New York: Vintage International, 1991 
[1976]), 381. 


