
Sermon preached at St Stephen’s!
December 29, 2013!!
Readings:! Isaiah 63:7–9!
! ! Matthew 2:13–23!!
A voice was heard in Ramah, wailing and loud lamentation, Rachel weeping for her children.!!
! Well, that’s it for another year, feasting is over, families moving back to their own homes or 
heading off to have their summer holidays, cards and decorations starting to come down. We’ve 
had our carols and Christmas services and listened to the Christmas story again. It leaves us with 
feelings of contentment, sometimes exhaustion, what with having people around, overeating and 
being frenetic, and also certainly for some people a sense of reflectiveness tinged with melancholy.!
! Within our church services we focus on Luke’s version of the story of the child in the 
manger and borrow a few lines from Matthew so that we can include the wise men. Ever wondered 
why, though? Perhaps it is because Luke has all the great lines and scenes: the shepherds watching 
their flocks, the angels words about good news of great joy, the babe wrapped in swaddling cloths, 
the heavenly host singing glory to God and so on. !
! It could also have something to do with the fact that the other gospels aren’t nearly as 
dramatic or colourful. Mark, for instance, doesn't even have a birth narrative. He simply begins 
with Jesus being baptised in the Jordan. In those days—nothing extraneous or unnecessary—‘let’s 
get on with it’ is Mark’s approach.!
! John seems to take the philosophical approach identifying Jesus, not as a babe born to a 
virgin, but as ‘Logos’, as the Word there right at the beginning of all creation with God. That’s not 
easy to get across to children let alone some adults.!
! That leaves us with Matthew, and he gives us something quite different, something 
problematic. There right in the middle of his story is this piece “Then Herod, when he saw that he 
had been tricked by the Wise-men, was infuriated, and he sent and slew all the male children that 
were in and around Bethlehem, from two years old and under, according to the time which he had 
learned from the Wise-men. Then was fulfilled that which was spoken through Jeremiah the prophet, 
saying, A voice was heard in Ramah, wailing and loud lamentation, Rachel weeping for her children; 
And she would not be comforted, because they are no more.” 	

Here is this gruesome episode which we can’t even prove historically, and that makes it harder to 
work out why Matthew has put it in.!
! There is only one carol, which we’ve just sung, which remembers Rachel's holiday 
experience, Hallmark sells no cards depicting the slaughter of the innocents. It is easy for those 
designing the Christmas advertising campaigns to overlook the plight of those Bethlehem babies. 
Yet even in our day and our time her wailing can be heard in the Palestinian towns around 
Bethlehem, and in cities around the world like Benghazi and Bangui in the Central African 
Republic.!
! So, what do we who come to kneel at the manger in obedience, rather than curiosity, do 
with Rachel? How can we sip our drinks, unwrap presents and revel in the innocent delight of our 
children with that weeping and wailing in the background? Do we simply forget also, and read 
Luke borrowing Matthew’s Magi? Or can this story help us address the problem of evil?!!
! Some have asked by what bloodthirsty logic should the birth of the Messiah be 
accompanied by the butchery of children? That’s the wrong way of asking it because then it is 
displacing the problem, making it one for those protected from the raw edges of life.!!
! The poor know that good news for them will most likely be bad news for those over them 
like Herod. Not everyone welcomes the baby Jesus. Herod had three of his adult sons killed 



because he thought they were plotting to overthrow him. So a new threat is significant enough in 
his life for him to commit such an outrage. True or not, it is certainly in character. The poor are a 
minor inconvenience in the pursuit and protection of power.!
! Ours, though, is a culture nurtured by the idea of progress, that positive thinking will help 
you get on. The poor know that too often that is not enough because others have a vested interest 
in progress only for themselves and those like them, and nothing can be allowed to get in the way 
of that. We like to see history as the gradual advancement of truth, and that all things are getting 
better in all ways—that’s our real hope as a society. So it goes against everything we know to go 
along with James Russell Lowell who wrote in his hymn ‘Once to every man and nation’!
these words in the third verse…!
! Though the cause of evil prosper,!
! Yet the truth alone is strong, !
! though her portion be the scaffold…!!
It is sometimes hard for us to think of the gospel as a scandal, as a word that evokes hatred and 
resistance from the world. In polite company, people would surely applaud the preaching of the 
Good News.!
! The truth is otherwise: In Jesus, God revealed clearly that only the bloodied timber makes 
for real peace. That has nothing to do with a divine sense of sadism. God doesn’t exact pain and 
suffering as the price of our salvation. According to Jesus: If the world hates you, know that it hated 
me before it hated you. Indeed the hour is coming when whoever kills you will think they are offering 
service to God. !
Those timbers are the timbers of the cross, the tools of Christian discipleship, which we are called 
to take up as we follow Christ.!
! That is the way the world reacts to the gospel, and it is how we are linked with the cry of 
Rachel. She calls out to on behalf of the oppressed to the power holders of the world, but it is only 
at her side we will begin to understand the gospel. Any shout of Christmas good cheer that has not 
been spoken while listening to Rachel’s cry is sentimental drivel. Only in her presence and at her 
side will Jesus’ assurance become reality : “Truly, truly, I say to you, you shall weep and lament, 
but the world shall rejoice: you shall be sorrowful, but your sorrow shall be turned into joy. A woman 
when she is in childbirth has sorrow, because her time has come: but when she has delivered  the child, 
she remembers no more the pain, for the joy that a child is born into the world. And you now have 
sorrow: but I will see you again, and your heart shall rejoice, and your joy no one will take away 
from you.” 	

! That is the Christmas spirit for which we long, of which we are promised, and by which the 
world is saved. That spirit has blessed our gifts and our merriment. As we celebrate, we do so also 
as prophetic announcement of the age to come. Even though it seems as though the powerful have 
the upper hand; even though creation is now enfolded in darkness and cries out in anguish, the 
announcement of Christmas joy is the pronouncement that a light does shine, that the child is 
born.!
! We are not alone, not consigned to destruction. Evil will not have the last say. Rachel will 
find her comfort. God is with us. The streets of Ramah and countless other towns and villages 
today will once again echo with the sounds of children playing unafraid. And we – we too are part 
of her consolation. Whenever we proclaim the gospel clearly and confront the powers that would 
destroy and overcome the poor of this world we make our stand with Rachel and against Herod. 
That makes our Christmas celebration have real meaning. The people who have walked in 
darkness have seen a great light. Having seen the light, our task is now to give witness to what we 
have seen and heard. God is with us.!!
The Word of Jesus is among us.! Hear that Word.


