Sermon For Christmas II
By the Rev. Larry Wagoner, MSW

TEXT:

And he came and dwelt in a city called Nazareth:  that it might be fulfilled which was spoken by the prophets, He shall be called a Nazarene.
 In the Na(me of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost.  Amen.
HOMILY:

The Christ-child was returned to Nazareth – home of His earthly parents.  In Nazareth he would first learn the trade of His earthly step-father – to be a carpenter, skilled with the tools of shaping wood to make furniture, tools and homes. 
In Nazareth, He would be among family, a place safe from the remnants of Herod’s ghastly plan to kill off all children under the age of two in order to slay the one child whose birth was foretold.  In Nazareth, Jesus would take His first steps into adulthood and into the study of the Word of God.

Already He had been much travelled by the standards of the day – born in tiny Bethlehem because it was the ancestral home of David, from whose lineage came Joseph.

He had lived for a time in Egypt too, where His family had fled to protect Him from Herod’s bloody wrath.  But now, the family took up residence in Nazareth. 

Among the Jews, being from Nazareth was nothing to be proud of.  There was a common saying, “Can any good thing come out of Nazareth?”
 which hinted at the low regard in which the place and its people were held.  Yet from this lowly place would come the very Saviour of the world – the only-begotten Son of God, to begin His earthly ministry.

To Nathaniel’s famous query, Phillip could only answer, “Come and see,”
 but when Jesus told Nathaniel that He knew of him before meeting him, Nathaniel was convinced and replied, “Rabbi, thou art the Son of God; thou art the King of Israel.”
 
If in Herod Jesus aroused murderous hatred, in others He prompted wondrous adulation.

Tomorrow, the Church begins the celebration of the season of the Epiphany – the time when Jesus was evidenced to the Gentiles as God who has condescended to come among us as man.  Traditionally, the Epiphany is celebrated through the remembrance of the visit of the Magi to see the baby Jesus.

The Magi, commemorated in the hymn, “We Three Kings”, are variously described as Kings, and as “Wise Men”, who travel from the East to see the Christ child:
“Now when Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judaea in the days of Herod the king, behold, there came wise men from the east to Jerusalem, Saying, Where is he that is born King of the Jews? for we have seen his star in the east, and are come to worship him.”

It was their description of Jesus as “King of the Jews” that so enraged Herod that, after trying unsuccessfully to trick the wise men into betraying Jesus to him, he issued orders that all the children under the age of two in the region of Bethlehem were to be killed.  Perhaps that order is part of why Herod died the death he did – of numerous horrible diseases that left him bloated, full of painful sores and with a vile odor.  We shrink back from the horror of such a person, and we wonder how anyone could order the deaths of children in this way.
That order is why Joseph and Mary, warned by an Angel of God, fled with Jesus into Egypt to hide from Herod’s fury.  This is the “antitype”, or the event foreshadowed in an earlier Scriptural account, of Joseph’s journey into Egypt as a slave, where he was able to prepare to save his father and brothers from death by famine in Palestine.  Joseph was one of the founders of the Hebrew people, God’s chosen race; Jesus was the culmination and fulfillment of that people’s role as God’s chosen vessel into which He would pour His ultimate revelation to humanity. 
Yet, in truth, we have seen in our own day things similar to Herod’s mass murder of the innocent children of Bethlehem.  A litany of dictators and tyrants have ordered huge numbers of their own people killed off, sometimes for perceived slights against the ruler, sometimes for being of the “wrong faith”, and sometimes for no discernable reason at all.

In our own nation, we had witnessed the killings of hundreds of thousands of children at the hands of abortionists, who glibly defend their part in the massacre by pointing to a supposed “right to one’s own body”, forgetting that it is God who gives this body, and that there is a body that is being killed in the process.

When the life of every child should be celebrated and protected, sadly we have those who instead celebrate some kind of perverted right to kill and destroy life.  We are all called to oppose that slaughter and to help mothers and defenseless children to celebrate life, not destroy it.
God took extraordinary measures to defend the life of the Christ child – His only-begotten son.  First, sending down His angels to protect the Holy Family at the birth of Jesus, then moving the wise men to refuse to help Herod, then having Joseph and Mary escape with the child into Egypt, our Lord at every turn made sure the child was safe.
When it was time for them to return to Israel after Herod’s death, even then He protected Jesus by having the family move to live among friends and family in Nazareth. 

We can only imagine the thanks the Holy Mother must have offered to God for keeping her family safe in every eventuality.  On this day especially, we, too, should offer the Father those thanks.
Let us pray.
 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1ALMIGHTY God, heavenly Father, who hast blessed us with the joy and care of children; Give us light and strength so to train them, that they may love whatsoever things are true and pure and lovely and of good report, following the example of their Saviour Jesus Christ.  Amen.
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