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Second Sunday after Christmas—Year A 
Jeremiah 31:7-14 
Psalm 84 
Ephesians 1:3-6,15-19a  
Matthew 2:13-15,19-23 
 
“On the 12th day of Christmas, my true love gave to me…”—cultural Christmas trivia, anybody 
know? (pause) “Twelve drummers drumming.” Yes, today marks that day when Christmas is 
winding down for real—not the kick-the-tree-to-the-curb-December 26th-the-day-after-Christmas 
winding down, but the church season winding down. But there is still some unfinished business 
before this gift is manifested to the world on Epiphany, followed by Jesus’ baptism next Sunday, 
followed by the beginning of his active ministry as a 30-something. We don’t always get a 
Second Sunday after Christmas, and when we do, the lectionary gives us three gospel passages 
from which to choose. 
 
We can go with Matthew 2:1-12 and the wise men coming to Jerusalem in search of the child 
whose star they saw at its rising, whose rising is only to be matched by Herod’s fear rising and 
his attempted seduction of the wise men into his power-preserving scheme. But the wise men 
were, well, wise, and they paid attention to their intuition and to the stuff of their dreams, “and 
having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own country by 
another road.” 
 
We can go with Luke 2 and hear all about Jesus’ entry into his own teenage years, as he ditched 
his parents at the big festival in Jerusalem and gave them just a bit of attitude when they made 
known their anxiety-fueled displeasure. 
 
Or we can go with lesser known part of Matthew 2 in verses 13-15 and 19-23 and hear of the 
Holy Family’s flight into Egypt. 
 
Given that the world we have woken up to in 2020 is pretty much the same world that closed 
out 2019, with its pervasive sense of uncertainty, with its conflicts and wars, and the innocents 
who always bear the brunt of such conflicts, with the untold suffering of poverty, with people 
getting attacked and being persecuted for simply practicing their religious faith—Jewish, 
Christian, and Muslim—with homeless people being shot in Louisiana, and the earth herself 
crying out from melting ice caps and catastrophic floods and fires that are ravaging millions 
of acres in Australia because we can’t marshal the will to care for creation as Genesis 
commands that we do, and, yes, that was all one sentence, well, that less known part of Matthew 
2 seems the better place to wrestle this morning. 
 
Let’s dive down into this story a little deeper. 
 
Mary and Joseph have received those wise visitors from the East and watched as they “opened 
their treasure chests and offered [their child] gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh.” After 
the wise men 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 
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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. 
 
This was no quick trip down to the coast for a little post-Christmas R&R; this was a flee-in-
the-middle-of-the-night-with-the-clothes-on-your-back-because-someone-is-threatening-
your-family-with-violence kind of trip. This is the kind of fear that compels families to take off 
on journeys thousands of miles long, hoping, praying for a place where their children have a 
chance at life.  
 
We just celebrated Christmas, that feast which lifts up God-made-flesh, and the fact that God 
takes on flesh in the form of a baby writes in big, bold letters just how much vulnerability God 
has taken on in this joining together of divinity and humanity. And now, not even 12 days out, 
we get to see that this endeavor is going to include so much more vulnerability than we ever 
dared to dream possible.  
 
As we look at our southern border, or consider the migrants trying to cross the Mediterranean 
Sea, or watch refugees trying to leave Syria, do we see the faces of Joseph and Mary and the 
infant Jesus? Do we understand that the Holy Family is crying out for us to welcome them in? 
That first Holy Family—they have no papers, no way to verify their tale about Herod, only a 
long middle eastern tradition of hospitality to the stranger, no questions asked. Thank God, 
Egypt gave them sanctuary for as long as they needed it. 
 
The lectionary leaves out the next section; they sanitize it for our ears, and maybe our hearts, too, 
but we need to hear what Herod did next. It’s just three verses, and they are horrific. 
 
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.” 
 
And that last verse—which quotes Jeremiah about Rachel weeping for her children, refusing 
to be consoled because they are no more—it is the verse after that beautiful passage we heard 
read earlier this morning from Jeremiah. Again, why is the lectionary sparing us this? Why are 
we not pressed by our very own tradition to hear the lament of mothers whose children are no 
more? 
 
Rage+unchecked power in the likes of tyrants like Herod unleashes horrific carnage. He 
wasn’t content just to slaughter infants, but he chose a two-year gratuitous span of life upon 
which to unleash his fury and protect his power. And Joseph is charged with protecting this 
tiny, nascent divine human being who is completely dependent on others to give it a chance to 
live and grow into the full stature of Christ. 
 
This story holds some hard invitations this morning.  
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There is the invitation to open our eyes to the true horror being unleashed by those who hold 
absolute power and to keep our eye on who suffers the most at their hands—the poor, the 
old, the very young, the vulnerable, the powerless.  
 
There is an invitation to put newly born and revealed divine life under our protection and 
care, be that precious divine life in human beings who are most vulnerable, be that precious 
divine life in our own souls.  
 
There is the invitation to ask ourselves how we are being called to be Egypt for those who are 
fleeing all manner of things. How might we be called to open up our hearts and our lives to 
receive those who are seeking sanctuary?  
 
And sanctuary looks a thousand different ways depending upon exactly what it is that one is 
fleeing. It absolutely can involve very physical and tangible measures; it can also look like 
opening our eyes and truly seeing another’s pain; it can look like opening our hearts and truly 
feeling another’s suffering, be that other a human being or other creature of God or the earth 
herself.  
 
There is an invitation to place ourselves at the mercy of others, as the infant Jesus and his 
parents surely had to do, and to admit that none of us can traverse these challenges alone.  
 
There is the invitation to lament and weep with Rachel, and not to scrub and sanitize a mother’s 
grief out of the story. 
 
So, Joseph, Mary, and Jesus make a life for themselves in Egypt, and one might imagine that 
they felt such relief in being in a place where the ruler was not trying to kill them.  
 
But as with all of us, Joseph, Mary, and Jesus’ lives are not their own.   
 
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—this was Herod’s son who 
was almost as cruel as his father—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 always have to keep our eyes, and ears, and heart tuned to that voice that whispers, “It’s 
time to leave the safety of this space and return,” and in that spirit of wise-as-a-serpent-and-
innocent-as-a-dove, also be savvy about where we land as we make our way back to those 
places we have fled. Joseph didn’t go to where a cruel tyrant still held sway, but they went north 
to Nazareth and made their home there. 
 
All of these hard invitations, all of this tough discernment takes a lot of prayer, a lot of 
openness, a lot of letting go and surrender, a lot of embracing things we never thought  we’d 
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have to embrace, a lot of “setting our hearts on the pilgrims’ way,” in the words of the 
psalmist, and “trusting that when we go through the desolate valley there really will be 
springs to be found.”  
 
It is taking Jeremiah at his word that we don’t have to “languish” and our “life really can 
become like a watered garden” and that our “mourning can turn into joy.”  
 
It is remembering that Paul, and all the saints, are praying a really specific prayer for us—hear 
Paul again: I pray that God may give you a spirit of wisdom and revelation as you come to 
know him, so that, with the eyes of your heart enlightened, you may know what is the hope to 
which he has called you, what are the riches of his glorious inheritance among the saints, and 
what is the immeasurable greatness of his power for us who believe.  
As we come to know God, God will give us that spirit of wisdom and revelation that we so need 
in these days; God will enlighten the eyes of our heart, so that we can see as the heart sees and 
not do as so many do in this world—have suffering pass before our eyes but not let it penetrate 
our heart. The saints are praying that we know the hope to which God has called us and 
understand in our bones that we share an inheritance with the whole communion of saints; the 
saints are praying that we claim the immeasurable power open to us when we trust this God 
who lives and breathes in our flesh. 
 
In other words, we don’t move through a text like the one given us this morning, nor do we move 
through the tumult in our world, ALONE. God is infusing us with everything we need to make 
the journey that is ours to make, even in times when we have to flee to Egypt to protect the 
Holy Child who lives in us, even when we have to welcome the exhausted and terrified 
stranger, even when we have to return to the places we fled long ago. Christ goes with us, 
Spirit guides us, God chose us before the foundation of the world and holds us firm and softens 
our heart all at the same time.  
 
So, say “yes” to the hard invitations given us this day, and that will surely come in the year 
ahead—“set your heart on the pilgrims’ way,” and trust that in the listening, in the walking, in 
the following, even in the desolate valley, you will find the springs that never run dry. Amen. 
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