Sermon 2 - The Holy Innocents - Sermon for Dec 29




The Gospel of Matthew 2:13-23
When the wise men departed, behold, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream and said, "Rise, take the child and his mother, and flee to Egypt, and remain there till I tell you; for Herod is about to search for the child, to destroy him." And he rose and took the child and his mother by night, and departed to Egypt, and remained there until the death of Herod. This was to fulfill what the Lord had spoken by the prophet, "Out of Egypt have I called my son."
Then Herod, when he saw that he had been tricked by the wise men, was in a furious rage, and he sent and killed all the male children in Bethlehem and in all that region who were two years old or under, according to the time which he had ascertained from the wise men. Then was fulfilled what was spoken by 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 were no more." But when Herod died, behold, an angel of the Lord appeared in a dream to Joseph in Egypt, saying, "Rise, take the child and his mother, and go to the land of Israel, for those who sought the child's life are dead." And he rose and took the child and his mother, and went to the land of Israel. But when he heard that Archelaos reigned over Judea in place of his father Herod, he was afraid to go there, and being warned in a dream he withdrew to the district of Galilee. And he went and dwelt in a city called Nazareth, that what was spoken by the prophets might be fulfilled, "He shall be called a Nazarene."
In the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit.
The Gospel lesson from Saint Matthew which we hear today is one that is truly difficult to comprehend, on the human level of understanding. Just after the joy of the celebration of the Birth of Christ, the culmination of our preparation, our expectation, and our remembering of the long ages before the Incarnation, the story of the Gospel narrative presents us with a vision of horror: the killing of a number of innocent children, who had committed no wrong, but seem to have, simply yet tragically, been “in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

What meaning do we find in the story of the martyrdom – the slaughter – of the Holy Innocents of Bethlehem? What does the Gospel recounting of this event tell us about God, His purposes, and the realm of human life?

Many of the Fathers of the Church wrestled with this same question. In the face of the horror of the unjust killing of innocents by a tyrant - brutal, fearful, and mad - those who led the Church in its early centuries and who tried to make the scriptural story “make sense” to themselves and to their fellow Christians delved into this text from Saint Matthew’s Gospel, seeking to find the loving and merciful hand of God ever at work, even in the face of tragedy of the sense loss which made Rachel, mother of the people of Israel, to lament and wail (figuratively) because of the finality, the stark reality, the ultimate destruction and annihilation of Herod’s persecution.

Many of the Fathers spend considerable time (and ink) on fathoming the fact that, despite his determined action, which comes through as both planned with calculating deliberation and spurred on by a maddened rage, all of the actions of Herod as powerful King were frustrated, doomed from the beginning, and inevitably come to nothing, due to the fact that Herod’s plans were running counter to God’s plan. One Third Century Christian author (Origen), writing against a now-otherwise-unknown detractor of the Faith, mentions that his opponent (Celsus) didn’t actually believe that this story happened, but emphasizes,

“That Herod conspired against the Child (although Celsus does not believe that this really happened), is not to be wondered at. For wickedness is in a certain sense blind, and would desire to defeat fate, as if it were stronger than it.”
Saint John Chrysostom, too, writing in the Fourth Century, emphasizes Herod’s fury, and the futility of his rage. The saint writes of the verse,

‘Then Herod, when he saw that he was mocked of the wise men, was exceeding wroth’ [ethumOthE, εθυμωθη enraged]:
“Yet surely it was a case not for anger, but for fear and awe: he ought to have perceived that he was attempting impossible things. But he is not refrained. For when a soul is insensible and incurable, it yields to none of the medicines given by God. See for example this man following up his former efforts and adding many murders to one, and hurried down the steep any way. For driven wild by this anger, and envy, as by some demon, he takes account of nothing, but rages even against nature herself, and his anger against the wise men who had mocked him he vents upon the children that had done no wrong: venturing then in Palestine upon a deed akin to the things that had been done in Egypt.”
Saint John also notes,

“[Herod was]…Attempting to slay that which was born, - an act of extreme idiocy, not of madness only; since what had been said and done was enough to have withheld him from any such attempt. For those occurrences were not after the manner of man. A star, I mean, calling the wise men from on high; and barbarians making so long a pilgrimage, to worship Him that lay in swaddling clothes and a manger; and prophets too from of old, proclaiming beforehand all this; - these and all the rest were more than human events: but nevertheless, none of these things restrained him. For such a thing is wickedness. It falls foul of itself, and is ever attempting impossibilities. And mark his utter folly.”
The world at the time of the Birth of Christ in the flesh was no stranger to the powerful influence of evil, and the destruction that is done by those who hold earthly power. The world before that time and ever since has been scarred by the whim of worldly power wielded for evil purpose. In his book For the Life of the World: Sacraments and Orthodoxy, the modern Orthodox writer Father Alexander Schmemann reflected, in the latter part of the Twentieth Century, on evil and on the Church as God’s response to evil. In trying to define what evil is, Father Alexander wrote,

“It is indeed the presence of dark and irrational power. Hatred is not merely absence of love. It is certainly more than that, and we recognize its presence as an almost physical burden that we feel in ourselves when we hate. In our world in which normal and civilized men ‘used electricity’ to exterminate six million human beings, in this world in which right now some ten million people are in concentration camps because they failed to understand the ‘only way to universal happiness,’ in this world the ‘demonic’ reality is not a myth. And whatever the value or the consistency of its presentation in theologies and doctrines, it is this reality that the Church has in mind, that it indeed faces when at the moment of baptism, through the hands of the priest, it lays hold upon a new human being who has just entered life, and who, according to statistics, has a great likelihood some day of entering a mental institution, a penitentiary, or at best, the maddening boredom of a universal suburbia. The world from which the human being has received his life, and which will determine this life, is a prison. The Church did not have to wait for Kafka or Sartre to know it. But the Church also knows that the gates of this hell have been broken and that another Power has entered the world and claimed it for its true Owner. *
So one modern Orthodox theologian meets head-on the problem of evil, and so he brings us back to remember the Ultimate Hope which is ours in the coming of Christ Jesus, Emmanuel, God-With-Us. In the Church, by entering in to the mystery of salvation, our darkness and the darkness of the world begin to be dispelled by The True Light. From the moment that we enter Christ’s Kingdom in Holy Baptism, we have the opportunity to see the Light begin to dawn, to shine into our lives with increasing radiance, as the day’s lengthening first begins to do during this holy season. **

In the season of the Nativity of Christ, we recall an event which changed history itself, changed even the very nature of human life on this planet, shattering the finality of death with the promise that all the suffering, all the evil, all the brokenness, all the annihilation which comes as the result of the evil in flawed human hearts, will be – indeed, are being – redeemed, transformed, recaptured, remade from that which is was corrupted into back into that which it was created and meant to be. The holy tradition of the Church tells us that 14,000 young boys lost their as-yet unfolded lives when Herod – through fear and rage – tried to destroy the Divine One and thwart the plans of God. Some 12 million people (including 6 million of the Jewish people) were made to be no more during the nightmare of Nazi Germany, by (as Fr. Alexander put it…) modern, advanced, scientific men who “used electricity,” and perhaps as many more slain by the Stalinist regime in the Soviet Union.

In is no accident that the ancient hymn “O Come, O Come Emmanuel,” popular in this Christmas season, speaks of death’s dark shadows. The next-to-the-last verse of this song of hope cries out,

“O come, Thou Dayspring from on high,
  and cheer us by thy drawing nigh;
 disperse the gloomy clouds of night
 and death's dark shadow put to flight!”
Death and darkness are still very much with us. We feel and experience in our lives, and encounter every day in the world about us, the reality and the discouraging weight of wrong, of loss, of death, of injustice. Senseless acts rob the young and the undeserving of life, limb, hope, and even the fleeting happiness with which our mortal human lives may be blessed. We may, from time to time, think of the shooting in Newton’s elementary school – or the earlier tragedy of Columbine’s high school – and still feel the wave of shock, helplessness, and horror which come in the wake of such darkness.

In all things, though, the story of the entirety of the Scriptures, the whole narrative of God’s loving and merciful relationship with His people, with His own beloved creation, reveals that, behind it all, behind even the senselessness and repeated disappointments and desolations, God’s plan is still at work, and, in the end, even though it may be hard to see, right now, It is God who is in control. He came into our weakness and into this broken world, and did not escape tragedy, abandonment, sorrow, and death; but, rather, by embracing them out of love for all mankind, broke the shackles of their power, and transformed the gloom of night and the finality, the seeming “non-being” of death itself, into our entrance to life.

With the Holy Innocents, may our lives be a partaking, in all things, of the Incarnation of Christ, and of His life-giving victory over death.

A contemporary Christian song gives us these words, perhaps appropriate to today’s commemoration:

“When I go, don't cry for me
In my Father's arms I'll be
The wounds this world left on my soul
Will all be healed and I'll be whole.
Sun and moon will be replaced
With the light of Jesus' face
And I will not be ashamed
For my Savior knows my name.”***
May we remember, even in the darkest hour, Who we belong to, what He has done for us, and what His loving plan is for us: in this hour; in the age to come; and unto ages of ages.

+ Christ Is Born! Glorify Him!
In the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit. [Amen].
[youtube=http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nHzcHW-xNC8&w=420&h=315]

* Schmemann, Alexander. For the Life of the World (Kindle Locations 993-1002). St Vladimir’s Seminary Press. Kindle Edition.

** (Northern hemisphere only)

*** Jars of Clay, “All My Tears.”

