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Weible


Take the Child and Flee

Matthew 2:13-14


Another Christmas come and gone.  Pray with me …



In spite of one of our four Advent Sunday worship services begin canceled, we anticipated, prepared for, and then celebrated the birth of Christ in much the same ways as we have done in the past and it was good.  The two very full worship services on Christmas Eve were very good, and we stepped out into Christmas morning after the second, a cold night warmed by the flames we shared at the tips of our small candles and the light we share in our hearts.  Jesus was born, Christ came, and I sincerely hope that Christmas Day was a blessed one for all of you.


We read and heeded our scripture again this year.  After reading of the prophecies that we believe speak of the coming of our Messiah – the voice crying out in the wilderness and the branch of Jesse, we began watching and waiting.  After hearing again of how the Shepherds and Wise Men heard of the birth and made their way to Bethlehem, we did, too.  And found a baby wrapped in swaddling cloths and lying in a manger.  And we sang … Oh, how we sang.  Good news of great joy.  


And so it is proper that we turn back to our sacred scripture this morning.  To continue to read its wisdom and heed its guidance.  Listen for the Word of God:

We are reading just two short verses this morning and hearing again what we are to do now.  The Magi have just left Mother, Father, and Child … Read Matthew 2:13-14

“Thanks be to God,” indeed.  After the rather conspicuous birth in Bethlehem and the many visitors, celestial and earthly, Mary and Joseph and the new baby they named Jesus are safely away, tucked into a distant land where the world cannot find them. Let alone trouble them.  And so this morning and in the weeks and months ahead, we, too, are called to follow. 

Most of you, most of us, have been, or are, boxing up the Christmas stuff for another year already, anyway.  Putting our public professions away for a time again.  It’s been fun for about four, maybe five, weeks.  Our trees have declared our faith, and the lights and decorations in our yards and on our porches.  Our parties shared our good cheer and our cards and cookies shared our joy.  But Christmas is over and we know that all good things must come to an end.  
In any case, this is the faithful thing to do. We just read it.  Plus, it’s not nearly as cool now with New Year’s Eve just two night’s away.  We, too, must take the child and his mother – and his father and the angels, shepherds, and wisemen – and “flee,” at least until around Thanksgiving next year (and actually we can start this thing in mid-October again, so it really won’t take that long!).  We put away the child and what he represents in this season (hope and peace and joy) and "take flight.”  We are putting it all away until the time is right again, acceptable again.  For we know, the world is about to seek us out now that our “socially acceptable evangelistic propaganda” is over.  And we further know that it’s not seeking us out to praise us.  Oh, no.  We just heard what happens in our scripture reading.  We're going to be hunted now that Christmas is over.  By non-believers and believers, both.  So, we’re instructed by Matthew to follow the holy family into hiding, it’s for our own good.  It is a hostile world we live in, inside and outside.


One of the reasons I like the reading from Matthew about the wise ones, is because they do what you and I must now do.  They keep quiet.  They travel all that way to see something they could’ve just heard about later, for reasons they really didn’t understand.  They met the mother and father and the baby, laid down there gifts, paid their homage, and left.  They didn’t turn the family over to Herod.  That was decent of them.  But they didn’t stick around long either.  What they saw in the child’s face was his death.  And as sure as they saw that, they saw that to stay with him was to die themselves.  So they laid down their gifts and they left.  We may criticize their cowardice and promise to stay ourselves, to follow, to go back to Jerusalem and confront Herod, confront the world, with our new found salvation.  But we do all that during Advent, back when it all seemed hopeful, even possible.  That was before the real experience happened, before Christmas and the crisis of God-with-us happened, again.


Now it’s over.  We’ve done our shepherd bit this year, haven’t we?  We listened to Luke and, like Gabriel, we’ve blown our trumpets for a few short weeks.  Anyone who wants to now more knows where we live and probably knows where we work.  But now let's listen to Matthew.  

Put your horn away.  It’s safer and more comfortable.  Our spirituality is suspect in an indifferent secular world.  And your progressive theology is dangerous in a fearful, religious world.  It’s the Sunday after Christmas, finally, so … let us breath deep and heed the advice of our scriptural narrative this morning straight from the Gospel of Matthew.  Take the child and put him away for a while so we may live to sing another day, next Christmas.
(Begin singing the sermon Hymn, stop after the first verse for "Second Thoughts.")
Take the Child and Go

Matthew 2:19-21

Now wait a minute.  That’s not … I’ve had a little time to think, sitting here.  Very little time and that can be dangerous, I know, but … 

That didn’t feel right to me.  Did it sound okay to you?  To any of you?  We didn’t just go through all that fuss again this year to pack it away, again, did we?  (Did we?!)  There’s more to this part of the story in Matthew, too, I’m thinking.  Let’s go back and read further …

Read Matthew 2:(13-15a)19-21

So, we must not take the child and flee.  We must take this “child” and go… back.  
We found ourselves at the manger again during these past weeks, celebrating a birth.   Discovering a “doorway” into the incredible mystery that we call “God,” a human doorway.  A human being who so fully revealed to those around him “who God is” and what God must be like in human form (“on earth as God is in heaven”) that stories began to circulate after his death of how he came into this world – divinely fathered, and what happened when he did – the lowly were exalted, the wise paid homage, the powerful were frightened.  “God with us,” in other words, is a complete reversal of all that we have comfort in.  We are given courage to confront indifference, even our own, and to consider what a just, righteous society might look like and what our role in it might cost us for four weeks in December.  
But now that Christmas is over, or Christmas as we keep it is over, should we we slip back into our uncertainty and our fear, or worse our apathy and our instincts for self-preservation?  Should you take the advice I left you with at the end of my “first thoughts” this morning.?  Take the child of Christmas, the Christ of our faith, and flee?  Of course not!  We know that.  You’re not doing that?  Or are you?

Now, if you’re like me, you’re not doing it yet, at least.  The decorations at my house will stay up and our lights will stay on until January 6th, Epiphany, so my family and I aren’t fleeing … yet.  Maybe some of you aren’t packing up Christmas just yet, either.  So you’re feeling wrongly reproached.  But here’s the Truth for this morning, this first Sunday after Christmas in 2013.  Listen up:  This isn’t difficult theology, but it is different theology and it’s deeply challenging.

Whether we pack up now or later will make little difference, because we never fully unpacked Christmas to begin with.

I dare say we haven’t ever, in the seventeen hundred or so years that it’s been celebrated, fully unpacked Christmas.  The first two chapters in the first and third Gospel accounts of Jesus of Nazareth in our bible, like the rest of the chapters in all of the Gospels, tell not only of Jesus’ life, but of our own if we dare to call ourselves “Christians,” little Christs.  The baby born in Bethlehem in that first Christmas story is Jesus.  The Christ born into the world because of that first Christmas story, is each and everyone of us.  When we live as Jesus did and love as Jesus loved and when we, like Jesus, have the courage to be all that God created us to be, only then is Christ truly born again.  
Immanuel, “God with us,” is us when we finally and fully unpack what this event is all about.  And until we do, Christmas will remain just a day, just a holiday, with plenty of pomp and circumstance in the church and even more consumer and capitalist appeal outside the church, but just a holiday to be put aside at some point or another once its over.

The Incarnation, the scripture’s telling of how God comes to us in human form, is not just about Jesus of Nazareth.  It is about you … and me.  Christmas day is not (just) about Jesus.  It is about you and me, and anyone who would call themselves Christ-ones.  Do not be afraid.  Do not be afraid to own your Christ, to find yourselves in Jesus, differing not in kind, but in degree; to be God’s anointed, Immanuel, too.  Jesus of Nazareth was a human being who “appeared in history” with an ability to love in ways never witnessed before.  Two thousand years later, God is still calling human beings, al of us, into a community that refuses to be bound by the rules that rise out of the world we’ve created, rules that keep us inadequate and full of fear.


To celebrate Christmas Day is to make a profession of faith.  Our faith is in Jesus as Christ, yes – of course!  But it is in ourselves as Christians, too!  To profess Jesus as Lord means we will follow as we live the way he did, “fully.”  To profess Jesus as Savior means we will be saved by his way of loving as we love that way ourselves, “sacrifically!”  It is to acknowledge that Jesus was and is a giver of life and love and being and that we are to be the same in this world, in our time.  Immanuel indeed, God is with us, for God is within us, too.  Jesus’ humanity opens the divine potential, the Christ, found in all of us.  That is what Christmas is all about.

We’ve been fleeing to Egypt for 1700 years or more by not “unpacking” Christmas as fully as we must.  Christ is born.  Immanuel – God is here for we are anointed, too.  The question that remains is the one we ask every first Sunday after Christmas:  Will we take the child and flee, pack it all back up in our boxes and in our hearts?  Or will we take the child and go … into the world to “bring good news to the poor, to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, and to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor?  Luke 4:18-19 We, like Mary, are servants of the Lord; if we let it be with us according to God’s will, then the world will never be the same again.


Let it be with us according to your will, O God!
Amen.

(Let us sing Hymn No.  Go, Tell it On the Mountain)
Reverend Joel Weible, Pastor
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