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 Now after the magi had left, an angel of God 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 God had spoken through the 
prophet, “Out of Egypt I have called my child.”   
 When Herod saw that he had been tricked by the magi, 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 magi.   

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.” 
 

 I am the new minister in Paoli, Indiana—a town of about 
three thousand.  I decide to have a Christmas Eve candlelight 
communion service—the first time the church has done this.  I 
want everything to be perfect, and it almost is.  Snow falls as the 
service begins.  A high school junior, Melody Lawson, plays 
What Child is This on the flute.  Three generations—a 
grandmother, her daughter, and granddaughter—light the 
Advent candles.   

We sing the carols, O Come All Ye Faithful, Away in a 
Manger, O Little Town of Bethlehem.  We read the story—Mary, 
Joseph, the baby, and the manger.   

I think: “This is a Hallmark Card of a worship service.   
This is as picture perfect a Christmas moment as any church has 
ever known.”   



That is when Danny Hickman’s beeper goes off.  Danny is 
a member of the volunteer fire department.  When his beeper 
sounds, as it often does, and it is ten times as likely to go off in 
church as anywhere else—Danny runs out of the sanctuary.  We 
have gotten used to it, but it is still disconcerting.   

We start singing Silent Night.  As we get to “Wondrous 
Star, lend thy light” Danny runs back in and says, “Bob, your 
mother’s house is on fire.”   

Bob, Linda, and Melody, their daughter, run out after 
Danny.  Danny’s wife gets up and leaves.  Now everyone has to 
choose between listening to the preacher’s sermon or slipping 
out one by one and going to a really big fire.  By the time I get 
Mary and Joseph to Bethlehem the crowd—and I use that term 
loosely—is made up of those who are waiting for a ride home 
and those who have fallen asleep.   

Christmas Eve candlelight communion services are not 
supposed to turn out like that.  Tragedies should wait until after 
the holidays, because they do not fit our ideas about Christmas. 
That is why King Herod does not fit in the Christmas story.  
This horrifying story in Matthew’s Gospel does not feel like it 
belongs.   

The most difficult part to cast in the Christmas pageant is 
King Herod.  Any child that wants to play Herod should not be 
trusted to play Herod.  Target sells a variety of plastic nativity 
scenes, but there are no glow in the dark King Herods.  No 
Christmas card has this verse from Matthew on the front—“a 
voice was heard in Ramah, wailing and loud lamentation.”   
This part of the story does not fit, but we need to hear it.  We 
have to hear the whole story or we get the story wrong.   
 We tend to think of Christmas as all sweetness and light, 
good tidings and great joy.  Our decorations are so pretty:   Mary 
in bright blue ceramics; glass angels on the tree; wooden 
mangers that look suspiciously like baby beds.   

Most Christmas decorations are not from Matthew’s 
Gospel, but from Luke’s.  Luke has the manger, Mary, 



shepherds, and the sky filled with angels.  Matthew has Joseph 
and Mary in a house, and Herod trying to kill Jesus.  Most 
Christmas music is from Luke.  Luke has lullabies.  Matthew 
has the screams of mothers.  Luke is rated G.  Matthew is R for 
violence. 

The idea that Christmas is only smiles and laughter leads 
some to work hard to smile and laugh.  This is the hardest time 
of the year for some, but they do not feel like they should 
mention it.   

The Christmas season is difficult for people who do not fit 
into our culture’s celebration of family or giving expensive gifts.   

This time of year is especially hard for those who have 
experienced loss.  People who have lost someone they love often 
hurt the most at Christmas, but they keep it to themselves.  

Have you been at a funeral where a good woman has died?   
Her sons and daughters are in tears.  Friends, neighbors, and 
church people come to share their grief.  The moment is sad and 
beautiful.   

But every once in a while someone shows up with a 
different interpretation of a good person’s death:  “Isn’t it 
wonderful that she’s gone to be with God?  We should stop 
crying—no more tears, no crying.”   

It is all we can do to keep from saying, “If you want to 
make these people feel guilty for missing someone they love, 
then you’re not welcome here.” 

Every true story admits that even in the midst of blinking 
decorations and flickering candles, darkness threatens the light.  
Ignoring the darkness is ignoring reality.   

We leave King Herod out of the Christmas story, because 
we think we are supposed to keep the sadness away from 
Christmas.  But if tragedy and Christmas do not go together, 
then why do we have this part of the story?   

Matthew says that Christmas comes in the days of King 
Herod.  Herod is Kim Jong-Un.   He executes his favorite wife, 
his brother-in-law, and three of his sons because he thinks they 



want his crown.  The Roman Emperor Augustus says it’s safer 
to be Herod’s pig than his son.  
 King Herod is afraid that when he dies the Hebrew people 
will celebrate.  He leaves an order—that was not followed—that 
on the day of his death, the oldest child in each Israelite home 
will be put to death.   

So when Herod is troubled, all Jerusalem is troubled with 
him.  When the wise men tell him about the new king, Herod is 
troubled.   

If they are really wise, they should be suspicious when 
Herod says, “Let me know when you find the new king so that I 
can come and pay my respects.” 

After they find the baby, the magi have a dream telling 
them they should not go back to Herod’s palace.   

Joseph has a dream warning him of Herod’s plans.  We 
usually imagine angels speaking in soft, reassuring tones.  This 
angel shouts:  “Wake up!  Hurry!  Run!”   

Joseph gets up with a start:  “Mary, I had a dream.  They’re 
coming for the baby.  We’ve got to go.”   

They pack as well as they can in the dark: “Joseph, should 
we take this?”   

“Mary, I don’t care.  We have to go now.  They’re coming 
for the baby.”   

They escape to Egypt.  They are far from home and their 
families, but the baby is safe.  But not everyone is safe.  Herod’s 
order is the death of every boy in Bethlehem two years old and 
younger.   

Matthew cannot find words terrifying enough to describe 
the horror, so he borrows words from the prophet Jeremiah:  
“weeping and great mourning, Rachel weeping for her children.  
She refuses to be consoled, because they are no more.” 
 The first Christmas is soldiers with swords in the streets, 
mothers clutching their babies, hiding in the closet, trying not to 
breathe too loudly, and begging their infants not to cry.  The first 
Christmas is not sweetness and light for these parents.   



There aren’t many questions harder than, “Why couldn’t 
the angel have warned them, too?”   

Even the birth of the new king does not stop suffering.  It is 
not surprising that we skip this part of the story.  It is easy to 
understand why there is no carol in the hymnal about the 
slaughter of the innocents.   

But perhaps there should be, because we need to 
understand that suffering and Christmas belong together.   
Christmas is God’s response to our suffering.  Jesus’ birth is not 
good news of a great joy that will make everything easy.   

Joseph is the father of a son who is not quite his.  How does 
he feel when strangers say, “He must look like his mother”?   

Mary is not old enough to be married under the best of 
circumstances.  Now she is far from home with a newborn and a 
man she hardly knows.   

Christmas is not about a king born to luxury, but an infant 
born to peasants in a rundown section of an obscure Roman 
province, out behind a cheap motel among cattle and sheep, laid 
in a feed trough in moldy hay.   

God comes into the noise and storms, wind and wailing, 
dying children, raging soldiers, and devastated parents. 

My second Christmas as a minister in Paoli, Indiana, I get a 
phone call from the county hospital on December 23rd.  The 
night before an unwed teenager had a stillborn baby.   

The social worker wants me to lead a graveside service the 
next morning.  She explains that they would normally have the 
service a day later or at least in the afternoon, but she “doesn’t 
want the girl to associate this experience with Christmas.”   

The teenager had visited our church a few times several 
months earlier.  She was fifteen and had been raped by her 
grandfather.   

Christmas Eve is miserable.  The snow has been on the 
ground for more than a week.  It rained.  So the snow is not 
pretty any more.  The temperature is in the twenties.  It is dark 
and threatening to rain again.   



Her older sister brings her straight from the hospital.   
Their parents do not come.  They blame the teenager for what 
happened.  There are six of us:  the teenager, her sister, the 
funeral director, two women from our church, and me.   

I know what I have been told:  “We don’t want her to 
associate this experience with Christmas.”   

But I keep thinking about the story that Matthew tells.   
Christmas is about mothers crying because their children have 
died: “wailing and loud lamentation, weeping and great 
mourning, refusing to be consoled, because they are no more.”   

If we have to stand at a graveside on Christmas Eve, we 
need to remember the hope that comes with Christmas.    

Christmas is about God who suffers at Calvary, Auschwitz, 
the World Trade Center, Afghanistan, and Syria.  God comes for 
the victims of hurricanes and wildfires, victims of bombs and 
guns, victims of harassment and neglect, victims of addiction 
and loneliness.  God comes for everyone who has lost a job, or 
not gotten the one they want, whose family is struggling, who 
wants to have a child and cannot, who has a child and does not 
want to, whose spirit has been crushed.  God shares the pain of 
every one whose life is falling apart or slowly losing steam. 
 The part of this story that we are used to leaving out—the 
sadness, suffering, and death—is most important.  The hard part 
explains why this child is holy. 

When we remember the story, we need to remember all of 
the story.  God comes to the worst places and painful 
circumstances to share our suffering.   
 When someone we want to keep close moves away, God is 
there.  When someone we love does not recognize the love we 
feel for them, God is there.  When we experience an emptiness 
we cannot explain, God is there.   

God comes to live among us in life’s sorrows and fears.   
God comes wherever there is pain, wherever there is boredom, 
and wherever there is despair.  God comes wherever there is 



failure, wherever there is temptation too strong to resist, and 
wherever there is bitterness. 

God’s light shines even in the darkness.  God’s hope is 
more powerful than death.  God’s joy is deeper than our sorrow. 
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