Isaiah 63:7-9

7I 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. 8For he said, “Surely they are my people, children who will not deal falsely”; and he became their savior 9in 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. 

Matthew 2:13-23

13Now 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.” 14Then Joseph got up, took the child and his mother by night, and went to Egypt, 15and 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.” 

16When 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. 17Then was fulfilled what had been spoken through the prophet Jeremiah: 18“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.” 

19When Herod died, an angel of the Lord suddenly appeared in a dream to Joseph in Egypt and said, 20“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.” 21Then Joseph got up, took the child and his mother, and went to the land of Israel. 22But 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. 23There 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.” 

1. Keeping Jesus Safe

a. Anything missing? 

b. Ran to Egypt

c. Why would anyone want to hurt a baby? Answer: Herod wanted to hurt baby Jesus because Herod thought Jesus was going to take something away from him? 

d. Herod thought that being king was all about having stuff – having money and castles and power, and God had told the wise men that Jesus was going to be king.

e. Herod was afraid that Jesus was going to take stuff away from him.

f. So Herod tried to get rid of baby Jesus so that Herod could keep everything he had.

g.  But can you keep everything forever? NO! 
h. And does having a lot of stuff really make you happy?

i. Especially if you have to take away from others or hurt others to get things. Do you think you’d be happy if you stole a smart phone from a friend? No! you’d lose a friend.

j. One thing that God wants you to know is that the greatest treasure, the greatest thing you could ever have is friends.

k. Herod never learned that. He thought that the greatest thing you could ever have was money or power, but he died lonely, without friends, and none of his money could help him.
Emmanuel: Past, Present, and Future
Today’s gospel reading seems to remind us that Christmas is over; the first verse begins, “After they had left…” The party’s over in other words. Te shepherds have gone back to shepherding, and the wise men have gone back to being wise. Next, Joseph gets tipped off in a dream that King Herod plans to murder their baby. So now this young couple who had to deliver their baby on the road in a barn is once again on the road, running from a ruthless despot.  Ironically they run to Egypt, the very country from which Moses and the Israelites fled to escape a ruthless despot. Soon Herod will send his soldiers into the Bethlehem region to slaughter babies. Things haven’t exactly improved since the birth of Jesus. I wonder if Joseph and Mary, in their hurry to flee their homeland, might have been the least bit puzzled. The shepherds had told them of the heavenly host singing “Glory to God…and peace on earth.” What they are experiencing in their flight from Israel could hardly be characterized as peace. The angel Gabriel had told Mary that she would give birth to a Savior. Mary and Joseph might have asked, “Where is our salvation?”
Isaiah’s audience would have had the same question. The context of our Old Testament reading from the prophet Isaiah is the destruction of Jerusalem and the exile of her citizens…and by exile I mean slavery of sorts – when someone destroys your home and tells you where to go, it’s not to a better place. And in a foreign land as a refugee, you’re not able to just start where you left off. And amidst these dreaded prospects, Isaiah is recounting “the gracious deeds of the Lord.” These people would have found nothing gracious, nothing praiseworthy about their current situation. What they are about to experience is misery, prolonged misery as this exile will last for the rest of their lives. When will salvation come? 
I know that many folks out there, some of you right here, have the same question. Since Christmas Eve I’ve encountered a lot of disappointed people. From the moment the worship service ended on Tuesday night, I starting hearing from folks who were facing real crises. For some, Christmases of the past were bountiful times of giving and feasting, but this year they can’t even pay their bills. In past Christmases they were surrounded by loved ones, and now they feel very much alone. In past Christmases they had good health, but now they are suffering chronic, debilitating illness and pain. 

And these troubles didn’t just pop up around Christmas time; rather it was Christmas that triggered a response to these troubles. It’s Christmas, I believe, that caused these good folks to disparage. All around them, at church and in the malls and over the airwaves they were hearing about joy and peace and celebration. They recall better Christmases when they were in better health and happier and under less financial stress. This Christmas has let them down. Where is the joy? Where is the peace? Where is the salvation? 
I’m glad that our lectionary gurus (if I can call them thus in a Christian context) selected such passages for this first Sunday after Christmas. I’m glad they’ve brought us off of Cloud 9 and placed our feet back on the shaky ground of planet earth, where life is not a bowl of cherries, where people suffer, where evil forces are at play. While we can certainly celebrate the birth of Jesus, of God coming into this world in flesh and blood, we must remember that Christmas is not a celebration for all people all the time. 
What these readings tell us is that we must live by faith, faith in God’s goodness as we’ve experienced it in the past, faith that he remains with us in the present, and faith in a future glory that is based upon God’s promises. If the present seems to be lacking in God’s goodness, we need to look in front of us and behind us. In the midst of chaos, Isaiah looked behind him to God’s goodness toward his people, to the salvation he brought them from slavery in Egypt. God has a track record, and we need to remind ourselves of that. 
Our Gospel lesson looks toward a future; Jesus is just an infant with no magical powers that will protect him or his family from present danger. But Mary and Joseph have been informed that this child will be great, will save the people. And so they do everything in their power to keep this baby from harm, even if it means leaving everything behind and moving to a strange land.
That’s the best we can do in troubled times; look to the past to see God’s faithfulness and look to the future trusting in his promises. The  reason you are alive and in this place at this moment is because of God’s grace, and regardless of how long the night lasts, and how dark it gets, God has promised that morning will come.

But the greatest consolation comes from the knowledge that God is with us right now. Remember that God is with you in the present. Jesus is with us amidst all our strife, but he himself was not spared from hardship and suffering and the forces of evil – born on a cold night in a manger to a poor family and immediately carried off into exile to escape his enemy’s sword. Even upon his return to Israel he would live under the cloud of Roman domination and die a Roman execution. Yes, we can be grateful for what we’ve received and hopeful for what will come, but our greatest joy and peace continues to come from the knowledge that God is with us now. 
Perhaps this is greatest function of the Church; to let others know that God is with us. We may not be able to solve every problem that every person exposes to us, but we can, as a community and as individuals, participate in others’ suffering. We can be present with them, as Christ is present with us, and this in itself can bring comfort and peace. 
The party’s over. Our struggles continue. Let us remember God’s grace that has brought us to this moment, God’s promise of a glorious future, and God’s continued presence in our lives. 
