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Jeremiah 31:7-14 

Psalm 84 

Ephesians 1:3-6,15-19a 

Matthew 2:13-15, 19-23 

 

Just a few months ago, 

Daniel Majok Gai  

Was here with us in church, 

And now, for the second time in his life, 

He is a refugee. 

 

Many of you know Daniel, 

And you have talked with him when he has been here, 

And have prayed for his safety, 

And that of his wife Yom,  

And his infant son Thon. 

They survived a week of hiding in the bush 

Without clean water or food, 

Dodging bullets,  

Until they escaped 

and caught a plane to Kenya. 

But until yesterday Thon lay critically ill 

In a hospital in Nairobi. 

 

Now he is safe with his parents 

In a guest house, 

Crawling, playing, and smiling, 

While his parents give thanks. 

 

When you see the serene and lovely picture 

Of the Holy Family 

On the cover of your service leaflet this morning, 

Think of Daniel and his family. 

It is the same story. 

 

The maps are different now, 

And even the climate has changed, 

But the world is still a turbulent place, 

And refugee families 

Still slip across the border 

Looking for a place to take refuge, 

Or a way to make a decent living, 

Saving their lives from one tyranny or another. 

 

There is no way to know, really, 

Whether a newborn baby named Yeshua, 

Born in an obscure backwater in the vast Roman empire 

In the time of the emperor Augustus 

Was taken by his parents out of Palestine, 
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Away from the threats of the petty tyrant Herod, 

Into the ancient land of Egypt,  

Also a Roman province.  

 

There is no way to know, really, 

Whether they took a coastal route, 

On the Roman roads, 

Or went through the wilderness. 

There is no way to know  

If it took them a month, or two. 

There is no way to know if they had a donkey, 

If they went to the large, prosperous, and sophisticated 

Jewish community in the cosmopolitan port of Alexandria. 

There is no way to know how long they stayed.  

Some, or all of it, may have happened. 

There is no way to know. 

 

Many scholars argue  

That all the infancy narratives of Jesus 

Serve a purpose other than precise historical record. 

There are many ways  

Other than as historical fact 

Or even family legend, 

Many other ways of understanding the stories 

We love so much,  

Of angels and shepherds and wise men from the east. 

 

These stories 

When we see them through the lens of literary criticism, 

Or in light of the vast amount we know  

About the Roman world of the time, 

These stories establish a context for the gospel 

And our understanding  

of the complex and mysterious man  

who was born somewhere in Palestine, 

in some year soon after the beginning of a new era of Roman history, 

to a mother and father whose names and town 

are not known 

from any outside record. 

 

How are we to think of Jesus? 

The story we hear this morning tells us much.  

 

Or rather, the story  

two thirds of which we hear this morning. 

 

What we heard just now, 

The flight into Egypt 

And the return to Nazareth, 

makes a story, 

But not a complete one, 
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because the guts have been removed, 

and much of the meaning is in the guts. 

 

This is one of the terrible stories of scripture,   

However charming the vast array of paintings 

Of the flight into Egypt may be.  

 

It makes an irresistible subject, 

With Mary on the donkey, 

The little baby bundled up in his swaddling clothes, 

Joseph with his staff. 

Think of those paintings,  

The variety of ways the little family is shown, 

The landscape, the clothing, 

The artist’s choice to show the family 

As peasants or gentry. 

And once in a while, 

They show the guts of the story, 

Tiny, in the background. 

 

The massacre of the innocents. 

In the missing verses of our gospel story, 

Herod sends his soldiers 

To kill every baby in and around Bethlehem.  

 

Why? 

To keep a new king from rising up, 

Or so he chose to believe, 

In his anxious and literal minded way, 

A new king who would take his place. 

 

Not the first time 

Innocent children have been slaughtered 

For misguided reasons, 

To preserve a worn out system, 

And keep those undeserving of their power 

In their unjust places. 

Not the first time, 

And not the last. 

 

Did it happen, 

In the territory where Herod ruled, 

Around the time  

That Jesus was born? 

If it did, there is no record of it  

Anywhere else. 

It was not worthy of mention. 

 

Whether or not such an event happened then, 

It certainly has, 

In many other times and places,  
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And so, if we let it, 

This terrible story can enrich our understanding 

Of who Jesus is, 

What he can do, 

And how his first followers understood him.   

 

But first, the story we heard today – 

A real story, even if missing its middle.  

 

Joseph is warned in a dream 

To take the child and his mother to Egypt, 

To escape from Herod. 

They go to Egypt, and then, 

When Herod dies,  

They return to Palestine, 

And settle in Nazareth.  

 

Why tell a story like this? 

 

The community that created Matthew’s gospel 

Had several key concerns,  

As they told the story of the Nazorean 

Whom they had come to know as Lord and Savior. 

 

They wanted to show him as a new Moses, 

Leading a new Israel into a new promise, 

Where the law would be written on all hearts, 

And the kingdom of heaven would be known on earth.  

 

So Jesus, even the infant Jesus,  

should be the adversary, like Moses, 

of an unreasonable and cruel king, 

and should run for his life. 

He should sojourn, and return. 

 

So far, the story. 

 

But if we add the missing middle, 

That Herod found the rest of the babies, and killed them, 

Then we have to ask, 

What does it mean to have Jesus, like Moses, 

Be the ransomed survivor, 

Delivered by the hand of God 

From the slaughter all around him? 

 

Moses was rescued by his mother and his sister, 

And then by Pharaoh’s daughter. 

Jesus was rescued by Joseph, 

Who like his namesake in Egypt, 

Paid attention to the voice of God 

When God came to him in dreams. 
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Both escaped the fate 

Of every other child, 

Or every male child, 

Among their people and generation. 

 

For the early Christian community 

That produced this portrait of Jesus, 

These associations added resonance and depth 

To their understanding of who Jesus was. 

Unique, invincible even in the face of death, 

The herald of a new and ransomed life. 

 

For the writers of this gospel, 

Jesus’ rescue from Herod  

May have seemed a sign of God’s favor, 

Even a triumph. 

 

But for us, here and now, 

It makes a story perhaps more troubling than comforting.  

 

This story casts a shadow  

Over the beauty of the Christmas story, 

And reminds us, 

When we would choose to forget, 

Of the harsh and bitter nature 

Of the world into which God is continually born. 

 

God is born as a child 

Into a world where children are at risk.  

 

Children are killed by their parents, 

They die from neglect, abuse, and abandonment.  

They die, sometimes, because they are girls. 

They die in war. 

 

They die before they even grow into babies 

Because many of us, 

And I am among them, 

Construct careful arguments  

To show that sometimes justice and mercy  

favor the rights of the mother.  

 

They die from hunger,  

in a world where food is abundant. 

They die from neglect, 

In a country where we give Christmas presents to our pets. 

 

They die when their classmates, 

Angry, isolated, and hopeless, 

Burst into schools 

And shoot them.  
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They die  

because we do not put them at the center of our concern, 

Even though we claim we do.  

 

So where is the good news in this gospel? 

 

Even in this dark and dangerous world, 

Where a story like the massacre of the innocents  

is all too believable, 

There is good news. 

 

This is good news: 

God chose to be born as a baby, 

A baby who could be killed 

Or starve or languish  

Without food or warm clothes 

Or basic medical care. 

 

Rather than becoming invincible, 

God became vulnerable.  

 

We like to think of the baby in the manger 

As precious, and loved, and safe. 

 

But today’s story tells us 

God was born as a baby in danger. 

God was born as a baby in danger, 

And though the child Jesus escaped, 

And his story for a while  

took on the shape of the great story of God’s people, 

journey, and refuge, and return, 

though the child Jesus escaped, 

the man Jesus faced every danger and suffering we can know. 

 

We are accustomed to reminding each other 

That we meet Jesus in the homeless, 

The hungry, the stranger 

And the prisoner. 

And it’s true. 

 

And, there is more. 

 

As we come to the end of this Christmas time, 

Perhaps we could remember the shadow of the Christmas story, 

And turn our faces towards this truth. 

 

This is good news:  

We meet God in the child. 

In the child in danger, 

In the child who is suffering, 
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In any kind of need, 

The child who is frightened or angry or confused. 

 

We meet God in the child. 

 

In this faith community, 

We are learning, 

More and more, 

What it means 

To put the child at the center of our concern. 

 

Our own precious children. 

A child like Daniel’s, 

A baby on the run, 

Like the infant Jesus, 

Hidden from danger 

And looking for a place to lay his head. 

 

We can learn how to meet God in them. 

 

This is good news: 

God calls to us 

In the needs of the child. 

God chooses to be among us as a child, 

New, precious, vulnerable, 

And in need,  

Believe it or not, 

Of all our love and care. 


