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Isaiah 63:7-9 

    I will recount the gracious deeds of the Lord,

        the praiseworthy acts of the Lord,

    because of all that the Lord has done for us,

        and the great favor to the house of Israel

    that he has shown them according to his mercy,

        according to the abundance of his steadfast love. 

    For he said, "Surely they are my people,

        children who will not deal falsely";

    and he became their savior 

        in all their distress.

    It was no messenger or angel

        but his presence that saved them;

    in his love and in his pity he redeemed them;

        he lifted them up and carried them all the days of old.

Hebrews 2:10-18 

    It was fitting that God, for whom and through whom all things exist, in bringing many children to glory, should make the pioneer of their salvation perfect through sufferings. For the one who sanctifies and those who are sanctified all have one Father. For this reason Jesus is not ashamed to call them brothers and sisters, saying,

    "I will proclaim your name to my brothers and sisters,

        in the midst of the congregation I will praise you." And again,

    "I will put my trust in him." And again,

    "Here am I and the children whom God has given me." 

     Since, therefore, the children share flesh and blood, he himself likewise shared the same things, so that through death he might destroy the one who has the power of death, that is, the devil, and free those who all their lives were held in slavery by the fear of death. For it is clear that he did not come to help angels, but the descendants of Abraham. Therefore he had to become like his brothers and sisters in every respect, so that he might be a merciful and faithful high priest in the service of God, to make a sacrifice of atonement for the sins of the people. Because he himself was tested by what he suffered, he is able to help those who are being tested. 

Matthew 2:13-23 

    Now after they 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." 

Into This World

This morning’s gospel story paints quite a different picture from the peaceful and romantic scene of Christmas Eve, doesn’t it? Gone are the angels and shepherds, gone is the Bethlehem star and its brilliant light, piercing the silent night. Gone, too, are the wise men, who, by this point in the story, have already come, worshipped, and left by another road. In their place, we have a bloody scene, filled with anger and rage, as Herod tries to end the life of the infant king Jesus by killing all children under the age of two. Joseph, of course, has already led his family to safety, having been warned in a dream to run for their lives. It’s almost too much to bear, this dramatic shift from the peace and love of Christmas to the pain and violence of Herod.

And yet, such is life, in those days and in ours. The only way we can keep the pain and suffering of life from intruding on our Christmas peace is by not paying attention. Just three years ago, you may recall, the tsunami hit southeastern Asia, killing hundreds of thousands on the day after Christmas. And this year, riots rock Pakistan in the wake of the death of a respected leader, wars continue in Iraq and Afghanistan with no end in sight, and economic worries have many wondering if they will have anything close to a prosperous New Year. 

Even in our own families, many of us know that the peace and joy of Christmas was short-lived, if it came at all. The expectations for us to spend time with our families—people with whom we may or may not get along all that well—are high at this time of year, and the stresses of the season can take quite a toll. Some find this time of year to be one of the most enjoyable, while others may see it as something to be endured. And for most of us, it’s probably a little of both, with times of peace mixed with time of stress, and feelings running the gamut from joy and love to anger and resentment. 
I was struck recently by an image shown on the news one night, of a new, high resolution photo of the planet earth, taken recently by a Japanese satellite. It shows the familiar swirls of white clouds over the blues and greens and browns of our planet, and it all looks so beautiful and peaceful, from a distance. I’m sure that many of our lives are like that, as well, peaceful and perfect, when viewed from a distance. It’s only when we get up close and involved that the imperfections and inconsistencies of our lives become more visible, and the warts and the scars come into plain view.
And yet, God does not love us from a distance; God loves us intimately, up close, in full knowledge of all the painful and sordid details of our lives. Jesus Christ was not born into a perfect world, he was born into this world, and he loves and redeems this world still. We are invited to love and care for this world, as well, just as it is, just as we are.
Of course, how we will choose to demonstrate that love and that care will likely vary, depending on who we are and at what stage of life we find ourselves. In Jesus’ case, being a mere infant, he was not yet able to enter into and defeat the suffering and death caused by Herod. He needed to escape, to get some distance, until he was strong enough to enter into the chaos of life and confront the forces of darkness and death head on. 
We, too, may need to step back for a while from the challenges of our lives in order that we can equip ourselves with the patience, wisdom, and strength we need to be an agent of God’s reconciling and redeeming love in the world, in our families, and in our homes. But make no mistake; we are called to become such an agent of God’s reconciliation. Even though God loves us and our world just as we are, God also yearns deeply for our lives and our world to become the kind of places where justice, mercy, and love move from being distant ideals to present and perpetual realities. 
Sometimes this means speaking the truth boldly to the powerful forces of our world, and sometimes this means quietly listening to the hurts and fears of those around us. Sometimes this means acting quickly and decisively to combat hatred and ignorance, and sometimes this means engaging in the patient tasks of building and rebuilding our relationships. 

Whatever our task, whatever our calling, whatever our situation, we can be freed to love this world, and we can be inspired to change this world, because we know that it was into this world that Christ was born, and it is this world that Christ died and rose again to redeem. 
As Paul writes to the Hebrews, “It is clear that [Jesus] did not come to help angels (those perfect, heavenly creatures), but the descendants of Abraham,” warts and all. All we have to do is learn to accept this help, and trust in the power and the love of this child, wherever he leads us, whatever painful and rocky path we are called to take. For we know that, however perfect or imperfect our lives are, God can still use us to change the world, and restore the harmony and peace that God intends for us and for all of creation. This is the vision that no violence or pain can ever erase, for this vision is born not in our fragile, human hearts, it is a vision born in the infinite and perfect love of God. Thanks be to God; amen.
