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“To See and Touch” 

A Music Sunday Homily by the Rev. Dr. Stephanie May 

First Parish in Wayland 

December 15, 2019 

 

Musical Performance: 

“Lauda per la Natività del Signore” 

Ottorino Respighi (1879-1936) 

 

This month at First Parish we have been exploring the theme of science. To put it broadly, 

the scientific method calls us to hypothesize, to observe, to see, and, perhaps, to touch in 

pursuit of knowledge. 

 

As we prepare to listen to Italian composer Respighi’s take on the Christmas story from the 

shepherds’ perspective, I want to suggest that we might view the shepherds as a kind of 

scientists.  I know…you’re skeptical…but hear me out.  The shepherds had witnessed angels 

appearing out of nowhere and singing in the sky. And, they had seen the mysterious new 

star. But, to these men whose days were spent walking, sitting, and sleeping on the ground, 

it was not enough to be told secondhand about this new child—they needed to go and see 

for themselves.   

 

Following their hypothesis that the angels might be telling the truth about a newborn in a 

stable who was lying in a feeding trough between oxen and donkeys, they left their flocks 

and went to the town of Bethlehem. When they located the stable and observed the scene 

to in fact be as the angels had told them, still it was not quite enough for them. In Respighi’s 

text, the shepherds sing, “Happy would we hasten back to our hillsides and our flocks, could 

we but touch Him.”  

 

They sought to see and to touch. They wanted to connect with the wonder of this child not 

only as a story, but through observation and direct experience. 

 

Two thousand years removed from whatever events may have in fact happened in 

Bethlehem, we cannot go, see, and touch.  We are left only with a story. And, it is a story that 

emerged through oral accounts that became ancient written texts that became many 

translations that became reinterpreted in the songs we will hear today. 

 

Left without hard physical evidence of a birth or a stable, a special star or a virgin mother, 

we cannot satisfy modern scientific standards to know what really happened.  
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But, does it matter? Or can we still find meaning and truth of another kind in this ancient, 

improbable story?  

 

Is it not true that when the unexpected happens, we often rush to learn more, to see for 

ourselves…if possible, to touch and turn the mystery over in our hands? 

 

Is it not true that when a child is born, so often the heart of a parent breaks open in praise 

for the wonder of this new life? 

 

And, is it not true, that in the midst of suffering, even the smallest bundle of hope in a better 

future can change everything?  

 

When such truths are put to great music, they can connect across time and across language. 

We can feel the joy of the angels, the curiosity of the shepherds, the love of a new mother.  

As we listen, our own experiences of love, wonder, and longings for hope may reawaken in 

us, reconnecting us to deeper truths that give shape and meaning to our lives.  

 

The story may be ancient, and it may not be scientifically provable or probable, but as we 

hear it again, may we listen not simply for what may or may not be accurate facts, but also 

for the truths of joy and hope, of love and wonder.  Because what may matter most in the 

Christmas story may in fact be how such truths inspire the possibility of a better world. 

 

 

Prayer: 

 

 Spirit of peace and quiet 
  We welcome your presence 
   amidst this festive, full season 
    Of celebrations and events,   
     Shopping and wrapping, 
      Travel and prepping. 
  In the moments of stillness 
   we discover in these December days, 
    may we listen for the deep truths 
     that shape the stories of our lives— 
   May we listen for the love 
    That connects parent and child, 
     Lovers and companions, 
      Friendships that last for years. 
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   May we listen for joy 
    In a child’s laugh, 
     In the song of a winter bird 
      Or the lifting voice of a soprano. 
   And may we listen for hope, 
    For the welcome of immigrants 
     Into a new land, 
    For the safety of good shelter 
     For the impoverished, 
    And for those who are suffering 
     With loss or despair 
      That they may reconnect 
       With the possibility 
        Of a better future. 
 May we these truths  
  Of love, joy, hope, and peace 
   Help to anchor our lives 
    Amidst all the uncertainties 
     In our harried lives. 
 So may it be. 
 Amen 
 


