THE NIGHT THE ANGELS SANG

By Jack Powers

Ominous, dark clouds had gathered over the hills about Jerusalem. Jagged lightning flashed from the sky and the rumble of thunder echoed through the hills. The air was dry and oppressive. On the hills near the city, my sheep were restless and huddled together as though a hungry lioness was prowling about.  For half an hour-glass-time the sun had been completely shrouded. A foreboding darkness enveloped the land. The earth shook, violently. Then slowly the sun reappeared, the darkness withdrew, black clouds passed away and the ground became quiet and firm. The sheep resumed their feeding without murmur. Earthquakes are common in Judea, though this one had about it an ambiance of cosmic violence. Perhaps the Romans who ruled the land were about some new brutality, degrading even for them. Gratefully, I was in the hills with my sheep distant from yet in sight of that troubled city, again in turmoil.

These disturbing events brought to mind a strange and wonderful occurrence of some thirty years earlier. During my twelfth year, my father and other shepherds were pasturing their flocks on the hills east of the village of Bethlehem.  I, however, was in Nazareth, a day’s journey to the north. Here I was temporarily living with my father’s unmarried, youngest brother, Joseph, a carpenter. Though earning my room and board as his apprentice I was able to find time to study at the synagogue for my Bar Mitzvah, an opportunity accorded few shepherds’ sons. During my studies I  learned of our family’s great forbear, King David, and of Isaiah’s  prophesy of the Messiah  to come from the line of David. Upon completion and celebration of the Bar Mitzvah, I returned to the flocks and resumed my life’s work as a shepherd. The study of the scriptures, however, I continued, even under the harsh circumstances of the open, hillside pastures. Every Sabbath an elder shepherd, Samuel, would bring us together for worship and prayer. Living on the land, beneath the sky and among my fleecy charges, I always felt close to the Creator, blessed be His name. Often in the late night, while watching over the sleeping sheep, the breeze would blow gently through the brush. If attentive, I could hear the harmony of a song within the branches and leaves, a faint chorus of angel voices letting this otherwise lonely shepherd know that he was not alone in the wilderness. The moon shining on moving clouds would reveal active forms sometimes clear, sometimes obscure, limited only by my imagination. It was at such times that the words of the scriptures were vividly brought to life, among others: the great court and winged seraphs of Isaiah’s vision, the wheels within wheels of Ezekiel’s cosmic tornado, the Ancient of Days presence in Daniel’ prophesy.

One chill, winter night, some six full-moons after I had returned to pasturing my father’s flock, the gentle breeze, glowing moon and moving clouds came together with an overwhelming reality. The chorus of angel voices, no longer faint, was clearly heard by all the nearby shepherds. The moon illuminated the hillsides with the brightness of day. The clouds formed into clearly discernable, living angelic shapes. With a shout, the elder shepherd gathered us together. Leaving our sheep in the care of those heavenly beings, we raced to the village of Bethlehem. Strangely the village was quiet; no one was in the streets. Had they not heard what we heard, not seen what we had seen? All was in darkness except for a single lantern, glowing brightly as a star-like beacon, shining through an open window in a covered animal shelter! It was to here that the elder shepherd led us. What an unexpected coincidence; there stood my Uncle Joseph! No one said a word. Even the animals were still. Joseph was standing beside his new wife who was resting on a bed of hay. Alongside, in a straw-filled manger was my newborn boy cousin, as yet unnamed. The elder shepherd stepped forward, took some fragrant oil from a flask and anointed the babe while solemnly saying some words, probably an ancient Hebrew prayer, that I did not understand. Following that we all departed, returning to our flocks in silence, awed by all that happened.

During the thirty years since that time, I have been with my sheep continually moving about, seeking fresh pasture.  I do not know what happened to my Uncle Joseph and his family. In all likelihood they returned to their home in Nazareth. I suppose my cousin whose name I never knew became a carpenter bringing new life to old wood.                                     
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