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A cursory overview of today’s readings could give one the impression that all is calm, all is bright. The pericope from Sirach speaks of filial love and respect as worthy of our obedience because it is God’s will; and Colossians touts love and forgiveness as the mark of God’s chosen ones, with those in partnership willingly offering submission to one another. The gospel, of course, recounts for us the visit of the Magi which tipped off King Herod who sought to kill the Child. It leads into the flight into Egypt in which Joseph and Mary, in obedience to God and as a means of protecting their newborn from danger, set off on a journey to a faraway place. It could be considered an adventure at best, yet they were, nonetheless, forced to accept the unknown and the unsettling.


But is this really a sentimental gospel about the visit of the Magi, or even about filial love and obedience? Or is it something more and much heavier? If, as the late Raymond Brown was fond of saying, the infancy accounts in Matthew and Luke are “the gospel in miniature,” then this Sunday’s gospel reading (which I have chosen to extend to include six more verses usually read on the feast of the Holy  Innocents) this gospel narrative can just as truly be read as Matthew’s preview of the passion and resurrection. 

This gospel account is not so much about the visit of the Magi as it is about the murder of innocents. There is no getting around it. Matthew’s story of the slaughter of the innocents is an awful text. Nothing grand or romantic about it. And Mary and Joseph’s trip to Egypt is not so much a heroic adventure as a terrifying experience as refugees. And as for the slaughtering of children by soldiers on the king’s orders, it certainly relates to so much of what we see and hear today – in Syria, in Iraq, in Darfur, even in our very own towns and cities in the United States of America at the hands of desperate and unbalanced people. Fear and anger and resentment are rampant. Justice is in short supply. Indifference is epidemic.

We might wonder why this story is read so close to Christmas? Why are we not dwelling on peace and love? We could make an argument that this story of the Holy Innocents should be saved for another day, another season – Lent perhaps? But we know all too well that all our songs of peace and our public displays of charity have not erased the realities of child poverty, gun violence, and even genocide in many parts of our world. Indeed, the sounds of Rachel weeping for her children are not uncommon.


Perhaps the reason we read this story in this season is to remind us that our world is the same world that Jesus was born into. People are at risk today much as they were in his time and place – often simply because of their race or religion, their poverty or their lack of education. The bottom line is that oppression and powerlessness are still with us. Matthew’s story is designed to make us aware of the oneness of the human condition. It is meant to draw us beyond “what happened to them” to “what is happening to us.”  


And yet, there is another memory that Matthew wishes to stir up – one with hope. In verse 18, he quotes the prophet Jeremiah (chapter 31: verse 15), which called to mind the matriarch Rachel “weeping for her children” as the Babylonians sacked Jerusalem, and marched families off into exile. Why does Jeremiah speak of Rachel an ancient ancestor to the Jews of his time? The mother of Joseph and Benjamin, at this much later tragic moment? The ancient rabbis tell a story (a midrash) of God’s response to this pivotal tragedy in Judah’s history. Jeremiah, they say, called up Moses from his grave, who, in turn, called the patriarchs to bear witness as the exiles left their homes. Each of them responded with indignation. Isaac, for example, protested that he did not complain when his father Abraham intended to offer him as a human sacrifice. He asks why God cannot remember his and his father’s faithfulness, and have pity on those being exiled from Jerusalem by the Babylonians. Abraham and Jacob and Moses also remonstrate with God, who remains unmoved - until Rachel stands before God, and her words alone turn the tide. She stands before God, she says, as the mother of all. In the end, it has nothing to do with fairness. It is the plea of one parent to another. God can empathize with Rachel’s motherhood and her powerlessness. 

So, Matthew invokes Rachel in the midst of his story of God-with-us – the birth of a Child whose very name is a verb Yeshua – Jesus – which means to save! God’s salvation may seem far off, and perhaps even inadequate - to all the mothers who mourn; be they in Baltimore or Kandahar, Denver or Aleppo. But the promise is deeper than this moment in time. For the infant Jesus, the threat of Herod was bypassed for a time. But when Jesus, the child of Rachel, returns to Jerusalem as an adult, God enters into the fate of every doomed child and every bereft parent. 


For Christians, the birth of Christ can and must remind us that there can be no cheap comfort for those who mourn their children. Christmas pageants and pious carols do nothing to stop the devastation of those who have lost a child – for any reason. Toys For Tots, and even our best legislation for child health don’t make that big of a dent either. Only something deeper. God’s entering into this world of sorrows through our compassionate standing with others, will accomplish the depth of healing that this world needs. 


This is not a cheap kind of sympathy, a soothing cliché, that it will all work out in the end. Mothers still wail daily. But if God is with us, then perhaps we can bear to listen to the cries of sorrow and pleas for justice of our time too, knowing that all our weeping is gathered up by the one who will turn it into dancing. Nothing, not even death, can separate us from our children, our parents, and even from our enemies. Nothing, not even a bottomless pit of grief, or the intractable legacy of injustice, shall keep God away from being with us, yes, from actively saving us.
