Sermon 28th December The Holy Innocents
Unlike the so called, popular wisdom which says that Christmas is really for children and so comes with the attached assumption that it is something you grow out as you get older. Christmas is really for grown-ups. It is in fact something we grow into as we learn more, become wiser, and understand more about our calling to follow in the footsteps, and walk in the company of the God who comes, and is with us - all the way, as we begin the real work of Christmas – that work, which is so much more than just having a great celebration. 
Defining Christmas as ‘just for children’ is a vain attempt not to have to take the coming of Christ seriously as an event which will, if we let him, start to change us for ever. 
Traditionally the Christmas feast lasts for 12 days of wall to wall celebration, but quick walk in Bromley yesterday demonstrated that for many of us life is already back to so called ‘normal’, the celebration ended before it had really begun - as the January sales began, or even before then if you went online.
A quick listen to the news demonstrates the continuation of natural disasters, political corruption and conflict, climate destruction all human need and suffering, all without interruption. 
But it was always like this, despite the feasting , “the poor”, as Jesus said, “will with be with you always ” so too will the violent and intolerant, so we move straight back into the thick of it, into the  same world that  Jesus came to serve and to save. 
The church reminds us quickly of the brutal realities firstly, on Boxing Day, St Stephen’s day when he was martyred killed by the religious authorities of the time for declaring his faith in the risen Lord Jesus and performing signs and wonders in his name. 
Then again 2 days later by calling us to remember the Holy Innocents the young boys of Bethlehem killed by Herod because he was afraid of competition for his throne.
I took my inspirations for this morning from the poem by Howard Thurman I am about to share with you, and the reading from Jeremiah which we heard earlier,  which was quoted in our Gospel reading from Matthew. First the poem:
[bookmark: _Hlk217738158]When the song of the angels is stilled
when the star in the sky is gone
when the kings and princes are home
when the shepherds are back with their flocks
the work of Christmas begins:
to find the lost
to heal the broken
to feed the hungry
to release the prisoner
to rebuild the nations
to bring peace among the people
to make music in the heart. (Howard Thurman)

The Church seeks to remind us by placing the two commemorations close together, St Stephen, and the Holy Innocents, of the pain involved in Christ’s coming, not just the pain of childbirth, but the pain of conflicts of interest, generated by the desire for power, or by self-interest and competition. The poet seeks to remind us that we have a role to play sharing and continuing Jesus’s ministry by following in his footsteps.
As he grew up Jesus in his ministry teaching , preaching and healing, presented an increasing challenge to the traditional ways of the world. As we invite him to live in us and change our ways, we too, may find ourselves challenging accepted worldly wisdom as we work through the different challenges of finding the lost, healing the broken, feeding the hungry, releasing prisoners, rebuilding the nations, bringing peace among all peoples. Not to mention making music in the heart.(really difficult !)
Today we consider again the extraordinary paradox of celebrating the birth of Jesus, our redeemer, in the context of Herod’s slaughter of the Holy Innocents, as this day is named. It is not clear whether or not this actually happened or if it did, when it happened. What is clear is that it is quite reasonable to assume this kind of murderous action would be characteristic of King Herod who was a violent and dangerous ruler.
Combining the story of Joseph’s dream that saved the baby Jesus and the account of “Rachel weeping for her children”  Matthew locates the announcement that God is-with-us in a believable world, recognisably  our own. Ours is a world pervaded by sorrows.
The weeping Rachel in Jeremiah 31 is among the most powerful unforgettable figures in Scripture. The image of the mother utterly inconsolable because her children are no more, she has come to represent all women in history mourning the deaths of their children at the hands of the powerful and dangerous. Who was she? We may never know. Maybe she was the 2nd wife of Jacob and mother of Joseph and Benjamin. However, that Rachel died in childbirth, her children outlived her, so she never lost them, to need to mourn for them. Was she perhaps a mother whose children died on the way to exile in Babylon? No one knows. 
BUT we do know that whenever Christmas comes, refugees will be fleeing from horror in their homelands. Powerful people will still be threatening the vulnerable, disasters will overwhelm the innocent, war will be raging somewhere. And into this turmoil of want and evil, God comes to give life, and to show us the way to live. 
For that reason, our focus on the Holy Innocents on the First Sunday after Christmas is a timely opportunity to proclaim the gospel, the good news of God with us. The news that this Jesus, born in the midst of Herod’s brutality, knows our suffering, comes to the frightened and the sick and the hungry, feeds and heals, and teaches the presence of God’s loving power wherever there is fear.
Threats to Jesus arose, as soon as the magi had departed without returning to Herod. The threats were Matthew tells us, revealed to Joseph in one of a number of dreams he had regarding Mary and Jesus, this one a warning causing the holy family to flee to Egypt, so Jesus was spared, but only him. Sadly, the parents of any other children in Bethlehem targeted by Herod did not receive a warning.
This is still a painful reality in our world. today We struggle to understand why suffering comes to some and not to others, or what purpose it serves, but we do know that loss, fear, and pain are at the core of much of human existence. Not everyone is or can be saved from the evil of others, and the death of children, cannot it seems be prevented. The only the only way to protect them is for us all to become peacemakers  and to build a peaceful world. 
The messages we take from Matthew and Jeremiah are that wherever mothers grieve the deaths of their children Rachel weeps with them, and most important that God is always with us, especially in our pain and grief. The image of salvation in the midst of cruelty is accurate, but the deep truth is that God’s creation is holy and God’s intentions for us are good, and that God comes to us ,because he loves us, and he himself comforts those in pain and suffering. If we do the work of Christmas well. follow our Lord faithfully, maybe the weeping of bereaved mothers will become a thing we no longer hear. 
As we heard on Christmas day the Light shines in the darkness and the darkness has not overcome it, and before that the angel said to Mary, ‘with God nothing is impossible’ - there may yet be music in every heart.
 


This is the last Sunday of the year, the day when we remember the  massacre of the Holy Innocents, and at the same time we are still in the Season of Christmas, still praising God for the coming of his son, as a child, a holy innocent into our difficult times, and yet despite this we are still able to sing
“yet in the dark streets shineth the everlasting light ,The hopes and fears of all the ears are met in thee tonight. God enters our world in Jesus and offers us a hope that pushes back against the terrifying darkness of Bondi, Kharkiv, Gaza ….. and so many other dark places. Hold onto that thought as we carry with us into the new Year our concerns for all God’s children, and their grieving mothers, God’s Holy Innocents caught up in all those dark places of fear and danger. Lord in your mercy 
Hear our prayer
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