
What Child Is This? : Shepherd 
 I’ve mentioned this before, but it bears repeating today, but the best lecture I ever 

attended wasn’t a theology lecture; it was actually one given by a Literature professor at 

the University of Sioux Falls named Dr. Jenny Bangsund. I was in her class for my 

Language Arts Requirement, or LAR, and one day, all of the LAR students had to attend 

a lecture in Z-Hall at USF. She told all of us in that room that day that the most 

important thing we can do in life is to learn how to ask good questions. Even though it’s 

now been thirteen years since I heard that lecture, that advice has loomed large in my 

mind. Even now, when I hear a good question (or when I come up with a good 

question), I have a visceral reaction. It’s like a warm sip of delicious coffee or wrapping 

up in a warm blanket. 

 This naturally makes the song What Child is This? one of my favorite Christmas 

songs as it invites us to ask a really good question: What Child is this? This will be our 

aim and focus during the season of Advent. We’ll use this time of letting our hearts 

prepare him room” to answer this question. We’ll be looking at the Christmas story itself 

to answer this question posed to us.  

 First, though a little history. This song was written as a poem in 1865 called The 

Manger Throne by William Chatterton Dix. A few years later, the first three stanzas 

were set to the tune that we know it by, Greensleeves, and it was first published in 1871 

in a compilation called Christmas Carols Old and New. For close to a century and a half, 

the question found in the title of this carol is our reminder that something significant 

happened on that night in Bethlehem as someone significant lay wrapped in swaddling 

cloths in a manger. This child would change the world forever. So we ask and seek: What 

child is this? It’s the primary question of the Christmas story and really of our faith. 
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 It’s the question that the shepherds were left asking after their encounter. “What 

child is this that a company of angels came to make the announcement of his birth? 

Imagine if you will, that you’re a shepherd on that night: it’s the dead of night, you’ve 

got your flock together for the night. You and the other shepherds are exchanging jokes 

and swapping stories about the rough and tumble world of being a shepherd in first 

century Palestine. It’s quiet, it’s dark, it’s just a normal night. Until it’s not and the night 

becomes all kinds of confusing. All of a sudden, your dark, quiet night is bright and loud 

because, from out of nowhere, an angel comes, the glory of God shines around you. And 

the most beautiful voice you ever heard (I imagine) says, “Don’t be afraid.” You say, “It’s 

too late for that,” but the angel continues, “I bring you good news of great joy! There’s a 

baby being born, and this baby will baby will be your savior, will be Christ the Lord!” 

And then to make things even more interesting, even more angels show up and they 

start singing, “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace.”  

 With news like that, the good question that Dr. Bangsund would have us ask is 

this, “What child is this? What child is this that the angels have appeared? What child is 

this that he will become the Savior of the world?” The shepherds turn to each other, and 

there’s only one choice to be made: they have to go to Bethlehem, the City of David, to 

see exactly “What child is this?”  

 No Nativity Scene is complete without this choice that the shepherds made that 

night to be there in the room where it happened. It’s also true that no answer to this 

really good question is complete without pointing out that these shepherds being 

present in the nativity were foreshadowing how Jesus would live his life. When we ask, 

“What child is this,” we acknowledge that part of that answer is that Jesus is a shepherd. 
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And not only is he a shepherd, he is the good shepherd. Because in Jesus’ own words, 

“The Good Shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.” This part of who Jesus is so 

central to understanding who he is and why it matters that he came to our world. 

 What Child is this? He’s the good shepherd. And he comes by this honestly. It’s 

the family business. His great ancestor David was a shepherd who became a king; and 

Jesus is on the same trajectory. 

 When we think about the job description of the shepherd, we can see what Jesus 

meant when he called himself the Good Shepherd. The primary duty of the shepherd 

was to make sure that the animals in their care had enough food or water. We have a 

Good Shepherd who fed the 5,000 (and that number doesn’t include women and 

children who would have undoubtedly been present in the crowd that day). And not only 

did Jesus feed the 5,000; there were leftovers: the disciples gathered twelve baskets, 

which was handy because there were twelve of them. The Good Shepherd not only made 

sure that those in his care were fed in the moment but also made provision for his 

disciples going forward. 

 A shepherd was responsible for keeping the animals in their care safe and secure, 

as well, no matter what they’d face. Speaking of the Divine Shepherd, the Psalmist David 

said, “Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, 

for you are with me.” And as we read about Jesus’ ministry, we know that the Good 

Shepherd took care of his disciples in this same way. Jesus kept the disciples safe when 

they faced criticisms. Jesus treated them with care when they were wrong or 

misunderstood something. In John’s gospel, the disciples meet a man who was born 

blind, and the disciples ask Jesus a question based on their understanding of how the 
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world worked. They said, “Who sinned: this man or his parents?” And rather than 

rebuking them or scolding them or disparaging them in any way, Jesus simply corrected 

their understanding, healed the man born blind, and went on with his life alongside his 

disciples. Jesus cared and still cares. Jesus healed and still heals. Jesus taught and still 

teaches. 

 So, we ask: “What child is this?” He’s the one who left the riches and comfort of 

heaven to look for the ones who went astray. And that’s us. We need a shepherd 

sometimes, and we need the Good Shepherd. We get things wrong; we fear not having 

enough; we don’t feel safe authentically living our faith. It is in these moments that our 

Good Shepherd gives us hope and a reminder that he’s with us.  

 

 


