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When the adults sin, it so often is the children who suffer.  One of the most poignant, 

and disturbing, stories in the news for me in the weeks leading up to Christmas featured the 

Yazidi ethnic group in northern Iraq.  Yazidis are a very ancient people, neither Christian nor 

Muslim, whose unique religion goes back to Old Testament times.  Yazidis are now being 

persecuted for their unorthodox beliefs by ISIS—the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria, which is an 

extremely violent faction that has emerged in the Islamic civil war that’s tearing apart Iraq and 

Syria.  The BBC world news story before Christmas was about Yazidi women and girls being 

captured by ISIS fighters, to be sold as slaves.  As the narrator was describing these outrageous 

kidnappings, the camera zoomed in and fixed on a Yazidi child sitting on the ground.   This 

beautiful little girl must have been only 3 or 4, and she was just sitting there, eyes wide open, 

with a dazed gaze on her face, because her parents had gone missing in one of the ISIS raids.  

When the adults sin, so often it’s the children who suffer.   

              It’s especially tragic when the children suffer around Christmas, because in our culture 

Christmas is so much a children’s festival, also because we have made Christmas into the most 

beautiful time of the year.  Christmas lights are everywhere, shops and homes are beautifully 

decorated inside and outside.  Our worship services, too, are beautiful—Advent is my favorite 

season of the church year.  Many of us were here on Christmas eve, when our Advent worship 

climaxed in the retelling of that familiar story of starry skies, and watching shepherds, and  

devout wise men, and angel choirs, and in a stable, a brand-new mother and father, adoring 

their newborn baby.  The beauty and wonder of that story was captured in our closing 

candlelight ritual and the song that went with it, a song about one silent night long ago, when 

all was calm, all was bright. 

And now Matthew comes along and spoils it all.  Last week the killing of 12 people at the 

office of the satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo in Paris shattered whatever glow was left from 

our Christmas season.  The same kind of thing happens in Matthew’s gospel.  He shatters the 

calm, bright and silent night of Jesus’s birth with one of the most terrible stories in the Bible.   

We usually ignore this unpleasant story of Herod’s massacre of the babies of Bethlehem, and 

the holy family’s flight to Egypt.  We don’t have Roman soldiers in our nativity sets alongside 

the shepherds and wise men and the Mary and Joseph and baby Jesus, for understandable 

reasons:  they don’t fit.  This ending to the Christmas story is a sour note, an unwelcome 

intruder.  It mars the sweetness of Jesus’ birth.  And it raises some troubling questions:  Why?  

Why did Jesus’s birth arouse such evil?  Why did the children have to suffer?  Didn’t God care 

about those other babies?  Does God play favourites, letting a few off the hook, like the holy 

family who can escape Herod’s slaughter, but ignoring the rest?   And for you and me, what do 

we do with this story?  Leave it out, because it doesn’t fit with the way we would like Christmas 

to be?  Or, do we try to deal with it, ask why Matthew has included it, and ask whether, in the 

tragic end to the account of Jesus’ birth, there is any good news at all to be heard.  I think we 

need this unpleasant story to complete our Christmas season for three reasons. 



        First, the story of Herod’s assault on the innocent children simply describes the way it often 

is, the way often it is when the powerful feel threatened, especially those who wield the power 

of the state.   It’s the way it is, that rulers tend to repress people who present a challenge their 

power and rule.   

           You might have noted that this story of Herod’s massacre is actually a replay of the story 

of Moses’s birth, in which a paranoid Pharaoh of Egypt orders the killing all Hebrew baby boys, 

because the increasing number Hebrew immigrants is becoming threatening.  We’ve seen many 

Pharaoh’s and Herods since then.  Today in Syria—whose people we sometimes pray for 

here--President Assad is so determined to remain president that, not long ago, he ordered his 

military to shoot missiles into the suburbs of Damascus filled with sarin, posion gas.   Many 

people died, including, of course, many children.   

         For a lot of people, that’s the way the world is.  And that’s the world Jesus was born into.  

Perhaps to keep us from making Jesus’ birth story too surreal, too much like a dream, Matthew 

concludes his birth with this unpleasant story.  He anchors Jesus’s birth not in an enchanted 

world of soft candle light and gentle people, but in the real world, our world.  A world  that 

desperate needs what Jesus came to bring. 

         The second reason we need this story is because it adds to the picture of how God comes 

into this world—or how God does not come.  God does not enter this world on a white horse, 

guns blazing, deposing the Herods and shielding their victims.  Rather, God intervenes in this 

world by coming alongside of those who suffer, sharing their pain, experiencing their fate.   

 One difficult truth about the Bible is that the innocent usually do not get special protection 

from God.  It’s pretty rare for God to intervene to prevent their suffering or death.  God does 

not stop Cain from killing Abel.  God does not stop Jepthah from sacrificing his daughter.  God 

does not stop David from giving secret orders to his general to murder Uriah.  God does not 

stop the Babylonian army from surrounding Jerusalem and starving the populationand taking 

the leading citizens into captivity.  God does not stop an angry mob from stoning Stephen to 

death.  God does not stop Paul from being executed in Rome.  God does not stop Jesus from 

being crucified.  And when God occasionally does step in to save persons, like Moses from 

Pharaoh, or Jesus from Herod, it’s seems that God has in mind for them a special calling, that 

will involve a great deal of suffering. 

        Actually I sometimes wish that this story would have ended differently, with God 

intervening and smiting Herod and saving those children of Bethlehem.  When I see the pictures 

of those Yazidi children I cry out like the Psalmist, “O that you would slay the wicked.”   

         But then, that’s not the way God works.  God’s way of dealing with evil is a strange way.  

God in Jesus comes into the world with lots of violence and evil, and, out of a foolish, 

scandalous, tough, unflinching love, identifies with it, and suffers its violence to the fullest.  And 

by that vulnerability and self-giving, and by standing with the victims, God in Jesus will defeat 

the powers that make the innocent suffer.   God is not powerless; his power is just very 

different.  We need this unpleasant end to the Christmas story to remind us that God’s way of 

dealing with evil is a very different way. 

      On the evening of that terrible shooting in Paris last week, streets across France filled with 

rallies.  People were distraught, and they were angry.  But those crowds were not carrying 

sticks and guns.  They were carrying signs, signs reading,“Je suis Charlie, I am Charlie,” (the 

name of that magazine).  They were saying, “I stand with those who died.  I also am them.”  I 



don’t believe that Jesus would rudely satirize someone else’s religion, like that magazine did.  

Nevertheless, Jesus’ own life and his death will be like him holding up a sign like that, saying, “I 

am here with all who suffer violence.  I am also you.”   

        There’s a third reason why we need Matthew’s unpleasant story.  It suggests one very 

important place where we can find Jesus today.  That is among those who are the victims, who 

are displaced, who are refugees.    

        Think about it--what does it mean that Jesus begins his life as a refugee?  Our story says 

that he does.  His family is uprooted, they flee to another country for sanctuary, today we 

might say they lived several years as undocumented aliens in Egypt.  Jesus’s early experience of 

being displaced, maybe the stories his mother told him of what it was like being on the run, 

must have had an impact in how he lived his life.  His own experience as a refugee must have 

contributed to his sensitivity to those who were on the outside, who lacked a secure place in 

the world. 

        Today there are over 50 million refugees, according to the United Nations.  That’s one and 

one-half times the entire population of Canada.  A commentator on CBC news last week noted  

that we haven’t seen this many refugees since the end of World War 2.  And, the UN says, half 

of them (of course) are children. 

          And there are other kinds of refugees, not just those fleeing war.  A few years ago the 

Hamilton Spectator carried a story of four young children, the oldest age 7, the youngest four 

weeks, who were stranded on a GO bus in downtown Hamilton.  It happened the week before 

Christmas.  They had boarded the bus in Toronto.  When they reached Hamilton, and the 

passengers had disembarked, the driver heard children crying.  He found them in the rear of the 

bus, the four-week-old in blankets, on the floor, wedged between some packages.  He also 

found their mother and her boyfriend passed out in the back seat, apparently from overdosing 

on alcohol and drugs.   What a cruel imitation of the story of that other family that travels at 

Christmas, whom we remember every year.  A reminder that we have many kinds of refugees 

right in our midst. 

           So if we want to meet Jesus today, maybe we could start by finding ways to connect 

more with people whose lives are in some kind of upheaval, who lack safety, who need a 

refuge.   Because that’s where Matthew’s unpleasant ending to the story of Jesus’s birth leads 

us.  It leads us out of the stable, away from the manger, into the real world, the world where 

Jesus lived, and which God loves.  And it assures us that God is out here, in our world, and that 

God is standing with us, and suffering with us, especially on those nights when all is not calm, 

and all is not bright. 

         

 


