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Last month we celebrated Christmas. 
We worked hard all through the month of December to make  
      Christmas Day a special day for family and friends. 
 
However, we often forget that the first Christmas  
       didn’t bring comfort and joy to all families.   
King Herod made sure of that. 
The Bethlehem into which Jesus was born  
    was soon to know the cry of terrified children 
         stilled by soldiers ‘just doing their job’ 
      and the anguished wailing of mothers 
         over the death of their babies. 
This is the rest of the story.   
It is not the part we want to remember. 
It is not the picture we put on our greeting cards. 
It is not the part we sing about. 
So what are we to do with THIS part of the story? 
 
What are we to do with a Bethlehem that has more similarities to  
       Kabul, Bangui, and Khartoum 
              than to our images of a peaceful star-lit town? 
What are we to do with a story where babies are dying,  
          where families flee in terror,  
                     and parents weep? 
This story sounds more like hundreds of thousands of                                                         
Syrian refugees fleeing in terror than to our peaceful manger scenes.                                                                      

This story sounds more like a description  
     of present day Bethlehem than a quiet starlit hillside  
           where shepherds are visited by angels.    
A place where we hear that  
    “shells smash into ordinary homes 
           and turn defenseless families into homeless refugees, 
     where children are too frightened to go to bed       
       and anguished parents are incapable  
             of protecting their little ones from the ongoing terror.”  
This story sounds more like a picture of people fleeing the twin towers   
          through a cloud of dust and ashes,  
                than magi kneeling before a beautiful baby.   
 
So perhaps it IS fitting that the story of the birth of Jesus 
        include the Holy Family fleeing the wrath of King Herod. 



I suppose our experience of this text depends partly on  
         where we are when we hear it. 
For us in middle America, 
           the story is dissonant and disturbing. 
But what if you were one of the 42 million refugees 
     living in overcrowded and temporary housing  
           because you have had to flee for your life? 
What if you had recently had to flee your country          
            with a small baby in your arms? 
 
In our warm homes it’s easy to forget 
    that the story of the holy family fleeing for their lives 
       is being lived again in thousands of families 
                all over our world.  
Eighty percent of all refugees are women and children. 
Christmas for them IS this part of the story. 
They know the helplessness of a parent  
         encountering political oppression and war.    
They know the hopelessness in a mother’s tears.  
Matthew describes the sound of what happened as     
     “mothers weeping for their children, 
        refusing to be consoled, because they are no more.”   
 
Think what the Christmas story would mean to you as a refugee, 
       that God’s beloved son had to flee for his life?   
The name Immanuel, GOD WITH US,  
       would surely take on new meaning. 
You would understand the terror of Joseph and Mary fleeing by night. 
 
Now refugee camps were not a place HEROD was comfortable with. 
He used all the power and might at his disposal  
       to make sure he would stay in his warm and comfortable palace. 
If that meant killing unknown babies,  
               it was a necessary evil to keep his power. 
In fact, Herod even executed three of his OWN children 
          when he imagined they were threats to his throne.  
And he decreed that at his burial one member of every family 
         was to be killed so that the nation would truly mourn his death. 
It was said of Herod, alluding to Jewish avoidance of pork,  
          “It is better to be Herod’s swine that Herod’s son!”   
No, Herod, was not comfortable with refugee camps, 
            except as he created them. 
But into this oppressive reign of terror, 
        Jesus comes as a helpless infant. 
 



The miracle of this story is that God exposes power and violence 
            in such unexpected and nonviolent ways. 
God is on the side of the poor and dispossessed. 
But he doesn’t come with armies and guns. 
He comes as a tiny baby at the mercy of power and violence.   
 
What ARE we to do with the baby Jesus  
            when violence has intruded on our own landscapes? 
Do we believe that a baby who identifies  
            with the poor and dispossessed can make a difference? 
     Or are we only safe when the might of Herod is on our side? 
Can we believe that God was at ground zero? 
      Or are we only safe when we can insulate ourselves 
           from all terror so this will never happen again? 
Can we believe that God is in the refugee camps of our world? 
      Or are we only safe when we accumulate money and power 
           to assure that WE will never be in a refugee camp? 
Can we embrace a God who comes with solidarity,  
       with courage to suffer and endure? 
 
As one writer puts it,  
“When God comes to be with God’s people, 
     it is not to a picture-perfect world of peace and prosperity. 
In fact, there would be no need for God with Us in that type of world. 
The world where God comes to be with us 
     is the real world that all of us know at one time or another: 
       the world of poverty, extortion, callous cruelty, 
          unrelenting terror and inconsolable grief. 
It is into this world, and none other, 
      that God comes to be with us in the person of Jesus, 
      the defenseless child and the crucified Messiah.” 
 
I’ll confess that I’ve spent far too much of my time  
       worrying about the what-ifs in life. 
As a child, I worried a lot about war,  
      about what would happen if I were a refugee. 
As a mother I worried about death 
       and what would happen if it came to my family. 
I also remember the moment 
   when I came face to face with my deepest fears 
    and claimed the promise that no matter what 
       God would be with us. 
My trust could not be 
    in my ability to make everything safe and secure— 
      that was impossible. 



My trust could only be in a God who would not shrink from difficulty, 
      but would be with us no matter what. 
 
The hope of the Christmas story is not that everything is peaceful, 
       but that God is with us when suffering and death  
           invade our world. 
We need to remember that Jesus finally DOES die at the hands 
      of threatened people like those   
               who wanted him done away with as a baby. 
But death could not contain him. 
And suffering and death cannot annihilate us. 
When we plunge the depths of the well-known story of Jesus’ birth, 
          we find NOT the peace pictures on a greeting card   
                 where everything is beautiful and serene. 
But we find a deep peace which comes 
       in the MIDDLE of the sufferings of life 
           because God has chosen to dwell with us, to be with us. 
 
As Dorothy Jean Weaver, Mennonite Bible scholar, writes, 
 “The God who comes to be with us in Jesus. . . 
    is a God who walks our streets, experiences our daily struggles, 
       shares our pain, weeps our tears, suffers our humiliations  
          and dies the most agonizing of human deaths  
              at the hands of his enemies. 
  This is our God, the one who ‘comforts those who mourns,’   
     claims peacemakers as ‘children of God’  
     and grants inheritance in the kingdom of heaven  
     to those who ‘hunger and thirst for justice.’ 
  This is Jesus Emmanuel, God with us. 
    And this is the good news of the kingdom.” 
     
This is our faith, this is our hope. 
This year by find a deep peace  
        that passes all human understanding, 
A peace that comes with the knowledge  
        that God has come to be with us even in our suffering. 
And not only to be with us, 
   but to lead us out of it into new purpose and hope and life. 
For when we follow Jesus  
       we are also called to enter into the suffering of the world. 
Let us not sugar coat the Jesus Story,  
     but wade out into the pain of the world  
       with God’s message of healing and hope: 
offering comfort to the weeping, food to the hungry, care to the sick, 
justice to the oppressed, and peace to those who experience violence.       



      
  
 
 
         
 
 
 
 
 
 


