
Lay Reader Sermon Series I

The Second Sunday after Christmas


psalter:
Psalms 65 & 121
1st lesson:
Micah 4:1-5; 5:2-4
2nd lesson:
Matthew 2:13-23
Light and Darkness
Christmas is traditionally a time of light and. joy. "The true light that enlightens every man was coming into the world," says Saint John in the Prologue to his Gospel. The candles on the altar and in our windows, and the lights on our trees, are beautiful reminders of the light and joy of the Christmas season.
But part of the New Testament lesson for today shows us a dark side of the first Christmas. It shows us how far evil men will go to crush opposition to their plans and goals; and the story is a commentary on or illustration of some other words from the Prologue to the Fourth Gospel: "The light shineth in darkness; and the darkness comprehended it not" (that is, did not overcome it); and also of this verse from the third Chapter of John: "The light has come into the world, and men loved darkness rather than light, because their deeds were evil." (John 5:19) So there was a dark side revealed by the coming of the Christ Child.

The sad story of King Herod and the slaughter of the Innocents is a reminder, too, on a more personal scale, that Christmas is often a time of depression and unhappiness for many people. At this part of the year, every year, there are always articles in the papers about how depressed some people get during holidays, and especially Christmas. One of the main reasons for this personal dark side of the season appears to be that some people are alone at a point in the year when family and friends traditionally get together. The wife of a priest once wished such a person – a widow who had had no children, and whose mother lived thousands of miles away – the priest's wife wished her a happy holiday. She replied, "I never have a good holiday season." So there is sometimes a personal dark side to this time of Christmas.

When the Wise Men, following the light of the star, came to Jerusalem, they asked, "Where is he that is born King of the Jews?" Herod, whose anxiety about keeping himself in power was well known, was of course disturbed by this inquiry. In a secret talk with the Magi, he told them to report back to him when they had found the child, so that he also could – supposedly – go and worship Him. But the Wise Men followed the divine guidance which they received about returning home, and didn't report back to Herod. Enraged when he learned that his instructions had not been followed, and still fearful for his throne, the king had all the male children, two years old and under, in the area of Bethlehem, killed. Light had come into the world, but Herod loved darkness rather than light.

This slaughter of the Innocents in order to protect his power as king was in character with how he had acted throughout his reign, beginning in 37 B.C. When he came to the throne, he had had 45 of the rich and noble put to death, to protect his throne. By the end of his reign, he had caused a number of family members to be executed – including his favorite wife, Mariamne; two of her sons; the uncle of one of his wives; and just five days before his own death, another son. The Emperor Augustus, when he heard of some of this, said that he would rather be Herod's pig (huos) than his son (huios). Thus when Herod tried to have the Christ Child murdered, he was simply acting as he always had.

There had been no room for the Holy Family in the inn at Bethlehem; now there was no room for them in the whole country ruled by Herod. They fled to Egypt for safety. What Christ later said about Himself during His ministry was already-true: "The foxes have holes, and the birds of the air have nests; but the Son of Man hath not where to lay his head." (Matthew 8:20)
Saint Matthew wrote of the bitterness and sorrow of the slaughter of the Innocents by using these words from the prophet Jeremiah: "In Rama was there a voice heard, lamentation, and weeping, and great mourning, Rachel weeping for her children, and would not be comforted, because they are not." (Matthew 2:18)
The killing of the Innocents was part of the cost of our redemption, as was the Crucifixion. But we know the hope that came out of our Lord's giving His life on the Cross; so Jeremiah continues with a message of hope to those who are in mourning: "'Keep your voice from weeping, and your eyes from tears; for your work shall be rewarded,' says the Lord." (Jeremiah 31:16)
The writer of the second Psalm points out the futility of opposition to the work of God in His world: "Why do the heathen so furiously rage together? and why do the people imagine a vain thing? The kings of the earth stand up, and the rulers take counsel together, against the Lord, and against his Anointed." But, says the Psalmist, "He that dwelleth in heaven shall laugh them to scorn; the Lord. shall have them in derision."
The greatness of Herod's power wasn't enough to block the word of God; and when the Lord's enemies later thought that they had finally gotten rid of Him by having Him killed on a cross, there came the Resurrection. The light had shown in the darkness, and the darkness had not overcome it.
We as individuals or families can help to relieve some of that personal darkness that comes in the form of depression and loneliness at this time of year. The wife of the priest talked to her husband about the lady who had said, "I never have a good holiday season;" so they invited her to share their holiday dinner with them and their family. Another church family also knew a widow whose children lived far away, and who would not be home with her at Christmas. When the wife called to invite her to share dinner with the family, she asked, "You mean you want me to eat dinner with you on Christmas Day?" Of course they did, and all were happier for having celebrated the occasion together.
The Christ Child and His family had no home of their own at this time in their life together; so in their honor at seasons like this one, perhaps we can invite someone in, and give them a home and a family for a few hours at an important occasion; and all will be the richer for it in ways that endure.

The coming of the light reveals the darkness and evil that are in some people, and what they will do to carry out their wicked intentions; but the darkness does not conquer it – "The light shineth in darkness, and the darkness does not overcome it." And when we open our lives to that light which comes into the world through Christ, some of it will shine through us into the lives of others.
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