
The angel’s message is to shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their flock by 
night. Being a shepherd in Israel two thousand years ago was to be in a despised occupation. 
The announcement of good news of great joy is therefore first and foremost to people who 
lived in structural oppression and poverty, and has a fair claim to be relevant to everyone 
whose life is similarly afflicted. 
 
But for hundreds of years shepherds had also been thought to represent the nation of Israel as 
a whole (though it is fair to add that Israel was also represented - as in Psalm 95.7 - as the 
sheep of God’s pasture). There were good and bad shepherds, as is made clear in, for 
example, Ezekiel 34.1-24. But, in the same way as God would give Israel to be a light to the 
nations, that my salvation may reach to the ends of the earth (Isaiah 49.6b), so these 
shepherds may be thought of as representing all humanity throughout history. 
 
So this hymn, which begins by addressing the shepherds, envisages all of humanity as the 
stage which is flooded with angelic light bringing news of Christ’s birth.  
 
The hymn aims to cut through every possible kind of resistance to this news by speaking 
simultaneously to individual persons and to humankind collectively.  Whatever your cultural 
identity (it says), whatever your political circumstances, wherever you find yourself situated, 
however you manage or don’t manage to cope with your life: ‘goodwill from heaven’ is come 
upon you, and you have to take only one step to find this ‘saviour and friend’. Some self-
humbling is involved, but that’s something everyone can readily undertake. ‘To love this 
child…and praise this grace’ is not too hard for anyone. 
 
Both words and music are deliberately conceived as being “low-key”. In contrast to Handel’s 
brilliant ‘Glory to God’, in which one may readily imagine the sound of angelic choirs and 
trumpets bursting from above onto the earth below, this hymn is voiced “horizontally”, like 
ballad- or folk-singers sharing their stories with an audience of their fellows. A democratic 
rather than an aristocratic proclamation of the Gospel.  
 
The music is suggested by the close harmony style of South African choirs. It is marked mezzo 
piano in order to enable singers both to listen to each other and to have space to attend to the 
imparting of the hymn’s message. For the singers actually become the angels. They have a 
message to deliver which, though soft-wrapped, is of cosmic importance. 
 
The name BOYCEHILL commemorates the occasion when this hymn was first tried out, at a 
conducting course led by June Boyce-Tillman and David Hill.   
 
 


