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Glory to God in the highest, and peace to all people on earth – the gift of peace 

and the task of peace  
 

 

Glory to God in the highest, and peace to all people on earth!  What are we to make 

of the angels’ message to the Shepherds?  Was this a spin-doctor’s version of the facts 

and therefore not to be taken seriously? Was this a release from Wikileaks offering 

questionable insights into an event prompting denial, fear and amazement among 

those who heard?  Or did this report give us a brief glimpse into the possibility that 

reality is constructed differently from the version we have chosen, leaving scope for 

us to change the way we look at life, and how we live in the world?   

 

Luke’s birth narrative is one of the most researched in the Gospels.  Its imagery and 

message has been a major source for carols, poetry and rituals celebrating Christmas.  

But by modern standards his approach to chronology is not accurate, which for some 

means the text is not reliable.  We could have a long discussion about the ‘correct’ 

dating of Quirinius, but that would hijack the poetic jubilation that still echoes from 

Luke’s purposeful story.  His words cannot be unsaid.  Listening hearts may still find 

cause to ponder this celebration of a special form of newness that, almost unnoticed, 

slipped into the world beside us.   

 

There will be those who remain unmoved.  Recently Geraldine Doogue gave a lecture 

[New Norcia Library 2010] about the media and how people deal with the 

overwhelming amount of information available in the world today.  Apparently more 

information does not improve our readiness to hear and learn new things.  Instead 

people maintain receptivity to the things they want to hear, letting in only information 

as supports what they already know, educated and successful people most of all.  If 

people are intent on believing only their take on truth there can be no new imagining 

of how life could be, and all the Wikileaks you can release will make no difference to 

the way the world operates.  It is hard to shift paradigms. 

 

We know that talk of Angels and Glory and Heaven means less to people than once it 

once did, but Luke is using all his powers to convey something that does not fit our 

paradigms for understanding the world.  This is news from beyond us, gathered from 

the ground of holy mystery, telling us our present circumstances, however good or 

bad, do not represent the last truth about our life.  There is a resource for living that 

comes from outside our realm of truth that has the capacity to enrich, enlarge and give 

deeper meaning to all our endeavours.  This is a subversive thought, and this is good 

news, but not for those who control truth in an effort to hold on to power.   



The message of the Angels is the key.  The word Glory speaks of the splendour of the 

presence of God.  It is used here to celebrate a crucial moment in time when 

something beyond our grasp touched us.  A project the prophets long said God had in 

mind is now under way, and this in a context of occupation and repression.  When it 

was least expected and with profound good will, God turned towards us.  This would 

be breath taking in any context, but here it ran completely against the grain.  Israel 

was a subject people, which signified their god had been deposed.  Roman might had 

rendered Israel’s version of divine agency null and void, an absent presence.  In a 

landscape where the Emperor was celebrated as God, saviour and peace bringer, the 

Angel’s song was a cheeky response that undermined the status quo.  In the Empire 

only a fool would expect to find scope for an alternative form of leverage.  But in the 

fields outside Bethlehem a crack appeared in the walls of reality to show that things 

are not as they seem.  A scruffy lot of shepherds heard the first sounds of a new song 

that, once voiced, could not be unsung: events in the realm of God were impinging 

where none was expected.  The birth of a child signalled that something unfathomably 

new and good had been unleashed on the world.  

 

Words from another realm of truth these may be, but Luke’s purposeful story is 

grounded in reality we know.  Real rulers and real decrees were in place.  The 

registration meant Jesus’ name is on a form somewhere in a government file.  This is 

no cipher or avatar.  The longing of the ages came to birth in a real person who is 

apprehended on the margins.  A baby from the line of David, the great shepherd of 

Israel was discovered by shepherds in a yard outside an inn with no spare beds, only a 

feeding trough, and hopefully some clean straw.  To the amazement of those present 

the place of emptiness and homelessness was filled with the presence of God.  Glory 

to God in the highest is praise offered because the ancient promises of God have been 

found not to be dead letters.  The place forsaken had become the place of life.  The 

place without hope had become the place of promise.  Nothing need stay the same, 

and for some nothing could stay the same. 

 

Christmas joy has its foundation in the breaking forth of this vision that flows from 

the heart of God to us.  This is what we celebrate and witness to in all we do today.  

We know it is not necessary to have a faith commitment to work for reconciliation, 

peace and justice in the world but for people of faith Glory to God in the highest and 

peace to all people on earth! inspires us to want to shape life in a particular way, 

mentored by God’s gift of peace.   

 

The Benedictine Monastery in New Norcia (WA) the Art Gallery is the venue for an 

annual exhibition of religious art.  This year’s theme was on the parable of the Good 

Samaritan.  A picture in the exhibition that caught my eye was of a soldier in battle 

gear, cradling a dead boy in his arms.  The Artist, Peter Fitzsimmons, had 

superimposed the following text from a news item over the body of the soldier: 

 

A Palestinian boy playing with a toy gun was shot dead by Israeli troops.  The 

soldiers mistook the boy’s toy for a real gun.  The Israeli Army expressed regret over 

the shooting.  Despite decades of conflict between the two countries the parents 

donated his organs for use in Israel.  Israel’s parliamentary speaker praised the 

family’s action as “a remarkable gesture”.  A transplant recipient’s family called the 

donation a gesture of love.  The boy’s father said: “I have a message for the world: 

Palestinian people want peace.” 



We don’t know what faith the boy’s father had, what we do know is God’s gift of 

peace implies a challenge to engage in the task of peace, to encourage people to live 

in peace and make peaceful choices.  Glory to God in the highest and peace to all 

people on earth! is the trumpet call that, in a world of wars and rumours of wars 

rallies the church to celebrate and live in the peace of God.  Peace is the gift and 

peace is the task.  And this so that God may be glorified, and the world may begin to 

understand the gift that passes human understanding. Thanks be to God. 

 

*** 


