
Refugee Family

Isaiah 63:7-9; Psalm 148; Hebrews 2:10-18; Matthew 2:13-23

Only four days after our heart-felt celebration of Jesus’s birth, Matthew gives us quite a jolt.

Our sweet, sometimes sentimental celebration of the Nativity is brought to a grinding halt this Sunday

by the Gospel. The events narrated by Matthew on this Sunday, the First Sunday of Christmas, are a

long way from the Angel songs, the babe and his adoring parents at the manger.

Matthew: “Hey, there’s a new King born down at Bethlehem! God is at last moving to save

Israel.”

Herod: “Did you say King? We already have a quite wonderful king—me.”

King Herod whom the Romans set up in Jerusalem as their lackey to keep Judea under the

heel of the Empire, when he heard talk that there was a new “King” did not take such talk lightly.

Matthew says that Herod was “troubled” (Matt 2:3) and all of the powerful people in Jerusalem were

also. He orders a bloody massacre of all the boy babies in the region. This was one of the thousands

of horribly bloody pogroms ordered against God’s people down through the ages.

From the very first, but after his birth, Jesus caused political trouble and was resisted by the

powerful.

The baby Jesus is taken by his parents to Egypt for safekeeping. Can you imagine bundling

up a newborn and making the trek all the way from Judea into a foreign country, where people speak

strange languages, and have different customs and different ways? Most of us can’t imagine that

because few of us in this congregation have ever been refugees. A refugee is someone who seeks

refuge in a foreign land, because things in their homeland are so bad, that they must flee.

One of the first things that Jesus does, in the first days of his earthly life is to become a

refugee, an immigrant.

1Refugee Family.ser.wpd



Apparently, Jesus and his family did not stay in Egypt very long. They are directed to return

and they go to Galilee. That’s “Galilee of the Gentiles” (Matt. 4:15). Galilee was once part of the

northern kingdom, but was now full of Gentiles (cf. John 7:41). The Holy Family returns not to

Bethlehem, but they go far afield from Jerusalem into Galilee, all the way up to Nazareth, the

hinterland. This new “King” will not rule from the capital city in Jerusalem, but must begin his reign

outback in the insignificant little town of Nazareth. The tiny village of Nazareth was considered by

many to be full-of-foreigners Galilee at its worst. “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” may

have been a contemporary proverb (John 4:46).

This Sunday’s epistle lesson from the Letter to the Hebrews, says that Jesus Christ was the

Incarnation of God. He assumed our flesh, and was like us in every way. That means that even

though he was God Almighty, most of us can identify with Jesus, because he was also fully human.

And yet here is one way that few of us, at least few of us in this congregation, can identify with Jesus.

He was a refugee. He and his family, right at the beginning, were forced to flee their homeland. They

had to put themselves at the mercy of the people of Egypt.

Jesus’s birth produced dislocation. It troubled Herod. His birth and the world’s response

required his family to immigrate. Sorry, if you thought Christmas was just about Angels, wise men,

and shepherds. Matthew brings it right down to earth, right down where we live. We live in a world

that struggles with violence and the immigration that arises because of political violence.

The news from our neighbour to the south about immigration at their national southern border 

with Mexico is that immigration from the south used to be mostly men seeking employment in the

United States. Now, over half the emigrants coming to their doors are children, being brought by their

parents to escape violence and injustice in their own country, only to be locked in cages by the

country they are seeking to enter.
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Many Sundays you come to church and you feel as if you are going to be asked to take a trip

into Never–Never Land. Not this First Sunday of Christmas. Today, our scripture’s concerns are as

current as this morning’s headlines.

Jesus was an immigrant. Most of us in this congregation are in the position not to leave our

homeland because of injustice, but rather we are the ones who have the challenge of receiving

others who have left their homes. I believe that Christians, when we think about matters of

immigration, are not only concerned about what is right and just, compassionate and realistic, but

also must think about matters from the standpoint of our Christian faith. We’ve got a core conviction

that the baby who this Sunday is being carried by his parents through the treacherous desert, all the

way to Egypt and then back again is none other than God’s Son.

It’s quite natural for us to prefer “our own kind” to people who have a different appearance,

different language, and different customs than ourselves. Humanity possesses an innate and

universal distrust and fear of the Other. Stick with our own tribe. Family first. Protect our borders.

This widespread, natural tendency among us makes all the more remarkable that early on in Israel’s

history, God’s people are explicitly commanded to “love the immigrant… as yourself”: “When

immigrants live in your land with you, you must not cheat them. Any immigrant who lives with you

must be treated as if they were one of your citizens. You must love them as yourself, because you

were immigrants in the land of Egypt; I am the Lord your God” (Lev 19:33-34). Unnatural enough to

be told to “love your neighbor as yourself,” (Matt 22:39) but to love even the foreign, non-English

speaking, alien (NRSV) is counter to the way we come into this world.

Though these words from Leviticus were written, maybe 500 years before the birth of Jesus,

they make sense as the words of a God who comes among us as a baby, born to a poor family, who

were refugees, immigrants.
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Questions are raised in the current national debate about US immigration and some are

echoed here in Canada: Should we admit Syrian refugees, (America says no, Canada says yes) what

to do about other immigrants? If we let them in, what’s the cost? Will our nation be less secure? Will

property values in my neighbourhood be diminished? Will these newcomers help or hinder the

economy? Are there criminals among them? Don’t nations have a sovereign right to secure their

borders?

While these are not unreasonable questions, Christians ought to admit that in debates about

others, we are compelled to think about these matters in the light of Scripture like this morning’s

Gospel. Jesus was a refugee. If the Holy Family had not taken the baby Jesus across borders and

into a foreign land, as God directed them, God’s plan of salvation for us could have been hijacked by

Herod.

In the prayers of the ancient Mass, along about this time of the church year, there was a

prayer thanking God that the land of Egypt had received the Holy Family.

Furthermore, when Christians think about immigration, we think, not only from the point of view

of citizens of a rich, powerful nation receiving these vulnerable, impoverished, frightened people. We

think from the point of view of the immigrant. I don’t have time to do it in the sermon, but we could go

through the New Testament and track the theme that all of us were strangers, aliens, even (as Paul

says) downright enemies of God but God broke down the border between us and God and saved us.

All of us are naturalized citizens so far as the kingdom of God is concerned. Everybody in this church

this morning, in one way or another, had to “immigrate” into the kingdom of Jesus Christ.

All that means is that when it comes to thinking about those who are different from ourselves,

those who, because of their language, appearance, place of birth, or economic condition ask us to

protect and receive them, Christianity’s default position is hospitality, even as we received hospitality
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through the cross of Christ. Sure, we can argue about how we ought to be hospitable and what steps

to take to integrate these newcomers and to enable them to thrive in North American cultures. We

can be honest about the challenges involved in their coming to and being received as strangers in a

strange land.

However, on the basis of this Sunday’s Gospel and our Christian doctrines of salvation and

the Incarnation, as Christians we are “prejudiced” or predisposed toward hospitality. We are

particularly partial to hospitality toward those in need, because that’s the way a pagan, nonbelieving

nation treated the Holy Family and that’s the way God in Christ has treated us and commanded us to

treat others.

No wonder King Herod was threatened by Baby Jesus! Thanks be to God. Amen.
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