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Christmas 2, Year A
January 5, 2014

Matthew 2:13-23

Now after the wise men had left, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream and said, "Get up, take the child and his mother, and flee to Egypt, and remain there until I tell you; for Herod is about to search for the child, to destroy him." Then Joseph got up, took the child and his mother by night, and went to Egypt, and remained there until the death of Herod. This was to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet, "Out of Egypt I have called my son."

When Herod saw that he had been tricked by the wise men, he was infuriated, and he sent and killed all the children in and around Bethlehem who were two years old or under, according to the time that he had learned from the wise men.  Then was fulfilled what had been spoken through the prophet Jeremiah:  "A voice was heard in Ramah, wailing and loud lamentation, Rachel weeping for her children; she refused to be consoled, because they are no more." 

When Herod died, an angel of the Lord suddenly appeared in a dream to Joseph in Egypt and said, "Get up, take the child and his mother, and go to the land of Israel, for those who were seeking the child's life are dead." Then Joseph got up, took the child and his mother, and went to the land of Israel. But when he heard that Archelaus was ruling over Judea in place of his father Herod, he was afraid to go there. And after being warned in a dream, he went away to the district of Galilee. There he made his home in a town called Nazareth, so that what had been spoken through the prophets might be fulfilled, "He will be called a Nazorean."

We don’t hear today’s Gospel story very often.  During the Christmas season we hear the stories of shepherds and angels and wise men bringing gifts, but we don’t often hear this story of what happened after the Wise Men left.  One might say it is the “dark side” of the Christmas story.    

Now, a good case can be made that it is only fitting that before we leave the Christmas Season (for today is the 12th – and last – day of Christmas), we face the darker side of the Christmas story.  After all, each year on the Sunday after Easter we read of Thomas doubting that glorious Easter resurrection!  So why shouldn’t we hear, during the season of Christmas, something of the seamier side of the Christmas story?  After all, we heard echoes of it, caught a glimpse of it when the Wise Men were warned not to return to King Herod, but to go home by another route.  We are told there is evil afoot.  In today’s Gospel, we read of how Herod reacts when he realizes that the wise men had tricked him, had failed to return to him.  
Now because this story is not told in any of the other Gospels, some may think that Matthew made it all up, in order to parallel the story of God bringing his son Israel out of Egypt with a story of God bringing his Son Jesus out of Egypt.  But the fact of history is that Herod was perfectly capable of such a bloodthirsty act as killing all the children in Bethlehem under age 2.  We know as fact that Herod killed 3 of his own sons, one of his wives, and that same wife’s brother, mother, and grandfather.  If he had no trouble killing so many members of his own family, he would scarcely have any compunction about slaughtering children whom he had never met, in the hopes that one of those he killed would be the “newborn king” foretold by the wise men.  The 1st-Century Roman historian Josephus wrote of Herod that he was “a man of great barbarity towards all men equally.”  
If Christmas Eve and Christmas Day recall for us the mystery and wonder of God becoming flesh in the form of a helpless baby on a silent, holy night, then on this last day of Christmas we remember that this same baby was a threat to the powers that be in his world.  About today’s Gospel story, N.T. Wright notes: 

“The gospel of Jesus the Messiah was born… in a land and at a time of trouble, tension, violence and fear.  Banish all thoughts of peaceful Christmas scenes.  Before the Prince of Peace had learned to walk and talk, he was a homeless refugee with a price on his head.  … No point in arriving in comfort, when the world is in misery;  no point having an easy life, when the world suffers violence and injustice!  If he is to be Emmanuel, God-with-us, he must be with us where the pain is.  That’s what this [Gospel story] is about.” (Wright, N.T. [2004]. Matthew for Everyone, Part 1: Chapters 1-15, pp. 13–16. London: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge.)

From the time of his birth in a cold manger, through his flight to Egypt, and ending in his crucifixion, Emmanuel was with us not only in our joys and wonders but also where the pain and suffering and inhuman brutality are, the brutality that eventually killed him.  
Professor Thomas Troeger writes about today’s Gospel:  “How swiftly and how far we have traveled from ‘gold, frankincense, and myrrh’ to the homes drenched with the blood of children because a tyrant fears any potential challenge to his power and authority!  The intense compression of Matthew's story, from the magi to the slaughter in eighteen brief verses, reveals the truth of the human situation.  It shows us to be capable of a passionate desire to search for, to find, to adore, to lavish our gifts upon the gift of God, while with equal realism it portrays the massive weight of our intransigence to grace, not only in the human heart, but also in our systems of military and political power that repress our highest and holiest yearnings with brutal violence.” (from Feasting on the Word: Preaching the Revised Common Lectionary - Feasting on the Word – Year A, Volume 1: Advent through Transfiguration.)

“Such a grim account of wholesale massacre and night flights to safety would seem far-fetched,” David Lose adds, “were it not for similar atrocities and tragedies happening right now.  How many families, for instance, are being dislocated in Syria even now as we gather for worship today?  And how many children are being starved to death around the world as we finish up or throw away holiday leftovers?  And how many families, perhaps some even in our congregation, are contending with their own private sorrows and hardships only exacerbated by expectations for a perfect Christmas?

“So while the story Matthew tells may be dark and difficult, it isn’t even a little bit far-fetched.”
One commentator suggests that tomorrow, when the Christmas Season ends, we put away most of the crèche – the shepherds, angels, animals, wise men – but we leave the Holy Family out of the box, for they have yet to flee as refugees to Egypt.  We might move Joseph, Mary, and Jesus to a windowsill to look out on a world which is both terrifying and promising.  (Thomas Troeger)
For that is what Matthew’s 3 mentions in this Gospel of fulfilled prophecies is all about:  we are to know that God’s hand is at work in the midst of all the trials that the Holy Family experienced.  Nothing is beyond God’s watchful and caring eye.  God doesn’t will the slaughter of the Innocents of Bethlehem, yet he doesn’t prevent the evil Herod’s orders from happening.  Yet, this story about dream messages and escapes to Egypt and prophecies fulfilled tells us that “not even evil in its most catastrophic form, evil as cold and merciless as the murder of innocent children, can destroy God’s ability to save.” (Tom Long) 
Let me finish by quoting David Lose at length:

“[That is why we hear this hard story on this last day of Christmas:]  To let us know that in Jesus, Emmanuel, God did indeed draw near to us, took on our lot and our life, and experienced and endured all that we did -- disappointment, fear, violence, even death.  All so that we would know that we are not alone -- that we do not suffer alone, fear alone, live and die alone.  …
“Sometimes life is beautiful and wonderful and filled with goodness and grace.  And God is a part of that, giving blessing and celebrating with us and for us.  And sometimes life is hard, gritty, disappointing, and filled with heartache.  And God is part of that as well, holding on to us, comforting us, blessing us with the promise that God will stay with us through the good and the bad, drawing us ever more deeply into God’s loving embrace and promising that nothing -- not even death -- will separate us from God.

“And so Matthew tells the full story, both the wonder and the tragedy.  He tells of the gifts of the magi and their sudden departure.  He tells of the warning of the angel and the slaughter of the innocents.  He tells of a displaced family and the fear and insecurity they experienced.  And then he reminds us that God is not only with the characters of this story, but is also working through their triumphs and tragedies in order to work salvation in and for the world.

“And the coming of Emmanuel means that God is likewise with us, holding onto us through the joys and sorrows, working through the triumphs and tragedies that attend our lives -- all to share the news of the salvation God has wrought in and through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus.

“The Christmas story begins with the birth of a child.  But it doesn’t end until this child has grown up, preached God’s mercy, been crucified and died and then raised again. Actually, it doesn’t end until Jesus draws all of us into that same story, raising us up to new life even amid the very real challenges that face each of us here and now.

“This dark Gospel story matters because it tells us the truth:  the sometimes difficult truth of unjust rulers and violence and private grief and personal pain and all the rest.  But also the always hopeful truth that God has not stood back at a distance, but in Jesus has joined God’s own self to our story and is working -- even now, even here -- to grant us new life that we may not just endure but flourish, experiencing resurrection joy and courage in our daily lives and sharing our hope with others.” (from www.WorkingPreacher.org )
AMEN
