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Living God, may your word be proclaimed and may we claim it with joy for our lives today. 

Continue to speak to us through my words or in spite of them. Amen. 
 

Matthew 2:13-23 

 

Thank you, Cyrena, for reading our scripture lesson this morning. While you read it very well, I 
can’t help but think that it’s not the passage folks expected — or wanted — to hear today. 
Someone recently asked me what I’d be preaching on this Sunday, and as I told them, I jokingly 
said, “because nothing says ‘Merry Christmas!’ like the slaughter of the innocents, right?” And 
yet, since at least the fifth century, the Church has recognized “Holy Innocents Day” just a few 
days after Christmas on December 28 or 29 (depending on which part of the world you’re in), a 
day set apart to recall this story — to remember that it is very much a part of the Christmas story.  

 

Most of our Christmas traditions prefer to ignore this part of the story. I’ve never received a 
Christmas card with that verse about “wailing and loud lamentation” on it, nor have I ever found 
a plastic yard nativity with King Herod in it…. I haven’t even seen a Christmas pageant with 
someone cast as the villainous Herod. We do have a brief reference in the beloved Christmas 
carol “O Little Town of Bethlehem” when Philip Brooks penned lyrics that recognized both the 
hopes and fears found in that tiny city. But outside of that, this part of the story in Matthew’s 
gospel just doesn’t feel like it belongs in the Christmas story we know and love. And yet. We 
have to hear the whole story, or we risk getting the story wrong. 

 

It reminds me of those Disney movies I grew up with — Snow White, Cinderella, Sleeping Beauty, 
The Little Mermaid. There was a predictable formula to these films, so I always knew that, no 
matter the trials and tribulations along the way, they would ultimately wrap things up with a 
happy ending. These stories are heartwarming. But then one day I read the fairy tales by the 
Brothers Grimm and Hans Christian Andersen, and I could never look at those Disney movies the 
same way again. And while I think you could make an argument for the “Disneyfication” of 
these rather gruesome fairytales, I’m not sure we should be OK with the “Disneyfication” of our 
faith stories. So here we are, hearing the rest of the Christmas story today. 

 

This part of the story eschews the comforting characters of angels, shepherds, and a manger, 
instead giving us the tale of a young family fleeing for their lives from the paranoid, maniacal, 
local king who sets out to reign terror and violence over the families of Bethlehem. This part of 
the story pulls us out of the sweet moment of a miraculous birth into the bigger picture of the 
brutal geopolitical realities into which this baby was born. This part of the story seems to 
overshadow the innocence of Christmas with some harsh truths we don’t really want to face. 

 

Perhaps it’s this part of the story that gives the Christmas story meaning. When I hear the whole 
story, I start to hear a story that has more truth in it than the Disneyfied, happily-ever-after 
Christmas fairy tale does. It’s this story that makes it clear what incarnation is all about — the 
idea that Jesus entered a real world with all of its joys as well as its pains. Jesus came into a world 
just like ours, a world where corrupt leaders seek to preserve power at all costs, where innocent 



children are victims of the violent whims of others, and where parents will do anything to protect 
those children. 

 

My family lived in Liberia, West Africa for a few years when I was little. I remember bits and 
pieces of life there, but, for me, the impact of that time was really felt years later. We left Liberia 
right as the country was on the brink of civil war. There were a couple of coup attempts while we 
were there, and the war officially broke out about six months after we returned to the States. The 
country was embroiled in brutal, violent conflict from 1989 until 2003 — and all of the devastation 
and chaos that war brought with it. While we no longer lived there, we still had connections with 
Liberians. One of those people was Victoria, the young woman who had been our housekeeper 
in Monrovia. Victoria made it a point to call us about once a year and check in. When I was a 
sophomore in high school, Victoria called us, but it was different this time. She told my mother 
she was in the States and she wanted to come visit. She had flown to New York and really didn’t 
understand how far southern Indiana was from there, but my mother — bless her heart — didn’t 
miss a beat. She got Victoria a ticket to Louisville and drove to the airport to pick her up. When 
she met Victoria at the gate, my mother discovered she was very pregnant. 

 

You see, in the decade or so since we’d seen Victoria, she had grown up, gone to college, 
started a career, and married. She had also been living in the horrors of war, experienced the 
violence firsthand, and even escaped as a refugee to Nigeria for a while. When she learned 
that she and her husband were expecting their first child, Victoria was terrified to have her baby 
in Liberia — a place still wracked with violence, a place whose infrastructure was devastated to 
the point that there was no electricity or running water. So she did the only thing she could think 
to do: she fled her homeland and prayed her friends in Indiana would help her.  

 

That night changed the trajectory of my sophomore year of high school. We now had a Liberian 
woman living with us, and our lives revolved around preparing for the birth. During that time, my 
mother and Victoria would often sit at the round kitchen table in the evenings, talking. Talking 
about the realities of pregnancy, talking about the plans for the birth (which turned out to be 
rather complicated to navigate with our healthcare system), talking about the things Victoria 
saw and experienced in the war. And, more often than not, I was sitting at that table too. 
Looking back, I’m not sure how aware Victoria or my mother were of my presence. My mom 
later acknowledged to me that I didn’t have much of a “mom” that year because of how 
consumed she was with Victoria and her situation. And I heard things at that table that most 
sheltered, privileged, fifteen-year-old girls in Indiana were never meant to hear. The atrocities of 
war. The resiliency of women. The fears for unborn children. It was a lot. More than I could really 
process at the time, but, looking back, I realize how much hearing those stories shaped me. It 
was through those honest, grim stories that I first began to put a human face on the suffering 
people around the world experience because of violent power struggles with which they have 
little to do. It was those stories that helped me understand the devastating cost of war, particular 
to women and children. It was at that table that I first learned what it means to be a refugee 
and the lengths to which parents will go to protect their children. 

 

As I spent time with today’s gospel reading, I couldn’t help but picture Victoria. Mary and 
Joseph and the baby Jesus are the ones suffering because of a tyrant’s desperate, violent 
attempt to hold on to power. They’re the ones fleeing to another land in order to protect their 
child. They’re the ones displaced but never forgotten by God. 

 



There’s a part of this account in Matthew’s gospel that is particularly devastating to hear. It’s 
when he quotes the prophet Jeremiah 31:15 saying: 

“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.” 

Matthew’s gospel grounds this part of the story in the ancient story of the people of Israel, 
hearkening back to the Babylonian exile and Rachel, this figurative ghostly image of Israel’s 
mother, weeping and wailing for her children. In this moment, the gospel writer tells us it’s the 
same, and he wants to make sure we hear the echoes of her cries. 

 

Perhaps that’s the point of this part of the story. God came into our world as a tiny baby, and it 
was a very real incarnation, showing up to live in solidarity with every doomed child and every 
fearful parent, entering into a world filled with mothers weeping for their children. And our world 
is still a world filled with doomed children, fearful parents, and mothers weeping for their 
children. The question is do we hear their cries? Are we listening to their stories? 

 

The Rev. Anne Apple, a Presbyterian minister in Memphis, Tennessee, commented: “Christ’s birth 
led to Herod’s unchecked anger and senseless violence against the least of these. As Christ’s 
disciples, whether along dusty footpaths in foreign countries or on sidewalks in our own cities, we 
must seek to hear the voices of mothers weeping; seek to right the wrongs of misused anger…. 
amid the splinters of suffering pain, Christ’s love and merciful healing break in through the simple 
task of listening. May we be the body of Christ, persons who not only rightly recognize and 
discern anger, but who have the collective ears to hear the voices of women weeping for their 
children.”1 

 

We may not all have refugees sitting around our kitchen table telling us their stories, but there 
are plenty of mothers’ stories to be heard in our city. There are the mothers who are weeping for 
children sick and dying from illness, the mothers wailing for children victimized by gun violence, 
the mothers mourning the loss of children to addiction or suicide, mothers weeping for children 
who have left home too early, mothers crying for children they struggle to feed or shelter. Are we 
hearing their cries? 

 

Matthew’s gospel tells us this story doesn’t end with Herod’s reign of terror. Eventually, Herod 
dies. And God’s messenger tells Mary, Joseph, and the child Jesus to relocate again, this time to 
Nazareth. In this part of story, we see that — once again — the powers of this world come and 
go but God’s presence remains steadfast. 

 

That passage from Jeremiah about Rachel weeping that was quoted in Matthew’s Gospel? 
Only a small part was quoted here, but if you go back to the original scripture in Jeremiah, it 
doesn’t end with weeping and lamentation. It ends with hope,  as the prophet continues by 
saying: “There is hope for your future, says the Lord: your children shall come back….” 

 

                                                 
1 from Feasting on the Gospels, Matthew Volume I 



I’ll admit, while I believe it’s important to hear the whole story, I struggle to find the hope 
Jeremiah talks about in this part of the story. The fleeing, the weeping, the violence and injustice 
— it feels like too much. And yet. There is always Good News.  

 

Perhaps the Good News is that God didn’t wait until the evils of this world were no longer a 
threat, God didn’t wait for the mothers to stop having reasons to weep, God didn’t wait for the 
world to be ready. God just broke into the midst of it all as a vulnerable baby, to be with us in the 
beauty and brokenness of this world, to know both the hopes and fears.  

 

Perhaps the Good News is that there is, indeed, hope for the future — a hope that we are called 
to proclaim, to embody, to bear witness to in our lives together. 

 

Perhaps the Good News is that God is indeed with us. In all of it. Even and especially when it 
feels like too much. 

 

That feels like Good News today. Thanks be to God. 

 

—- 

Ever-faithful God, we love Christmas but today’s part of the story is hard to hear. We like the 
serene image of Mary and Joseph and the baby Jesus in a manger, but this tale of the holy 
family becoming refugees, running for their lives into a foreign land while innocent lives are lost in 
the land they left behind…. It feels like too much. And yet. We know this story is all too familiar 
today: families fleeing, children at risk, mothers weeping. So this is the complicated, 
uncomfortable Christmas story we need to hear today. Help us to hear this story alongside the 
hopes and fears of our neighbors and the hopes and fears of people around the world, so that 
we can extend your love and healing through the simple act of listening. Help us to recognize 
you in the midst of it all. Amen. 


