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This morning we move away from the familiar scene of Jesus' birth to the bloody aftermath which it caused. The angels told the shepherds on Christmas Eve: "Unto you is born this day in the city of David a savior, which is Christ the Lord." In other words, "The real king for whom we have been hoping and praying is now, finally, among us. We have been expecting the Messiah to be like the great King David; this baby is off to a proper start, because he has been born in royal David's city."
But anyone who was satisfied with the situation in Israel as it was already would not perceive the birth of the true king as good tidings of great joy. The gospel lesson for today's feast of the Holy Innocents tells us what happened when the news of Jesus' birth reached the person who had the most to lose because of it.
The king of Israel at the time of the birth of Jesus was named Herod -- usually styled "Herod the Great." His claim to legitimacy as king rested more on his family's alliance with the Caesars in Rome than on his descent from the historic monarchy of Israel.
As St. Matthew tells it, wise men from the east saw a star which indicated to them that a new king had been born in Israel. They came, quite naturally, to Herod's court to ask him where the baby was. Herod, of course, knew nothing about the birth.
His advisors told him that the Hebrew prophets said the Messiah would be born in Bethlehem, near Jerusalem. Herod gave that information to the wise men and asked them to come back and tell him where exactly in Bethlehem they had found the baby. He told them he wanted to worship the child, but he really wanted to kill him.
God warned the wise men not to go back to Herod, and he also appeared in a dream to Joseph, who seemed to be the new baby's father. God warned Joseph about the threat from Herod, and he told him to take his family into safety in Egypt.
When Herod realized that the wise men had double-crossed him, he gave orders that every boy baby in or near Bethlehem who was two years old or younger be killed. When that was accomplished, Herod figured he was safe from any threat to his throne that might come from a newborn -- and possibly more legitimate -- king. Not at all a pretty story.
How believable is it that someone would do such a thing? Nobody who has lived in the twentieth century should find Herod's use of brutality as public policy at all surprising. In his own time, Herod was not known as a great defender of family values. He was married ten times; he had at least one of those wives executed, and in the time just before the birth of Jesus he had three of his sons put to death for plotting against him.
To try to shore up his credibility in Israel, Herod also made some attempts to appear to be an observant Jew. His friend Augustus Caesar, who knew the several facets of Herod's personality, is said to have remarked, "I should rather be Herod's pig than his son."
The way St. Matthew presents the story of the slaughter of the Innocents shows his interest in connecting the story of Jesus to both themes and specific verses from the Hebrew Bible. God talks to New Testament Joseph in dreams. God talked to Old Testament Joseph in dreams. Jesus goes into Egypt and comes out again to escape sharing in the death of other babies. The whole people of Israel got out of Egypt because of the deaths of the Egyptian first-born.
The specific Old Testament prophecy to which Matthew ties the story is from Jeremiah. It reads, "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."
That, quite obviously, echoes the mournfulness of the entire event - especially for the parents of the Innocents themselves. Rachel was the second wife of Jacob and the mother of Old Testament Joseph. She died giving birth to Benjamin, and she was buried along the road between Bethlehem and Jerusalem. The wise men would have passed her tomb on their way to see Jesus, and Herod's death squad would have passed it as well on their way to and from the slaughter.
Rama was the place where the people of Israel demanded that God give them a king a thousand years before. The establishment of a monarchy turned out to be disastrous. It lead to the separation of the tribes of Rachel's sons, Joseph and Benjamin, and to the dynastic tensions that made Herod kill the babies -- two things over which Rachel could be said, poetically, to weep.
Rama was also the place from which exiles from Israel left and from which people were deported. Talking about Rama summons up the depressing history of Israel's defeats and humiliations and the scattering of her people throughout the world.
But it is precisely into this depressing, brutal mess that the Son of God comes. He comes to give it meaning, and he comes to give it hope. The up and down history of Israel represents the up and down character of our own lives. God sent Jesus to straighten Israel out. God sends Jesus to straighten us out. "O holy child of Bethlehem/ Descend to us we pray/ Cast out our sin and enter in/ Be born in us today."
