
DREAMS, NIGHTMARES, AND THE EVERYDAY STUFF OF LIFE 

1st Sunday of Christmas – A January 1, 2017   Matthew 2:(1-12), 13-23 

 

Today’s gospel reading is difficult.  It feels as though it is coming to us too soon.  To begin with, it 

plucks us out of the serenity of the manger scene and whisks us through the visit of the Magi which 

Matthew’s gospel was so kind to offer; and in so doing, leads us into a scene of violence which 

happened because the Wise Men were warned in a dream not to come back to Herod; and this was 

his revenge—his attempt to eliminate the so-called king born in his territory. 

Christmas was just a week ago, and already we’re shocked back into the horror of the world he was 

born into.  For that matter, events of the past week have reminded us of disharmony, disillusion, 

disease, and death all around us; as evil in the world is very much present today as it was 2000 years 

ago [as was evidenced at a New Year’s gathering in Istanbul just last night]. Many were eager on New 

Year’s Eve to put 2016 behind us, in the hope that the new year will be better, less painful, less tragic. 

That’s why we like Luke’s telling of Jesus’ birth; it doesn’t feel so painful. It has almost all the trappings 

of a beautiful Christmas pageant. Tack on the visitors from the east that this Sunday’s reading provides, 

and together they make for a nice account—a beautiful story.   

Even in the church we try to paint the worst of humanity in a more favorable light.  This Sunday is 

often called the Sunday of the Holy Family—a name that sounds much more appealing than 

“slaughter of the innocents,” which is how this part of the gospel is usually remembered.   

Coincidentally, we are not only at the First Sunday of Christmas, but January 1st is also the eighth day, 

which is observed as The Name of Jesus on our liturgical calendar. I didn’t want to let that go 

unnoticed, so the two middle readings as well as one prayer of the day (we prayed two), are lifted 

from that commemoration. Had I used that day’s gospel, you would have heard the second half of the 

Luke 2 account we read on Christmas Eve and Christmas Day (when the shepherds decide to go to 

Bethlehem), plus verse 21, which reads: “After eight days had passed, it was time to circumcise the 

child; and he was called Jesus, the name given by the angel before he was conceived in the womb.” 

What we get instead this morning is an account that pulls us forward in time, and uncomfortably so, 

because of the painful events happening around and because of the proclamations about Jesus.  If 

you feel a certain tension about all of this, I think you have grasped something of Matthew’s 

message for us.  The quick move from telling of Jesus’ birth to the family fleeing for their lives is 

very troubling. Something intrigued me, though: I was taken by the warnings that came to Joseph in 

dreams, including the third dream which took into account Joseph’s fear of Herod’s son ruling the 

territory, and send them on an alternate route north, to Nazareth in Galilee. When we include the 

warning the Magi received, we discover that dreams are an important tool God uses and Matthew 

records. I don’t say that as a pronouncement about dreams, but rather as a thought that perhaps we 

shouldn’t be too quick to dismiss the stuff of our dreams (as in: “It was only a dream”). 

The flight of the holy family and relocation to Nazareth is also interesting, not only because it bears 

out an ancient prophecy, but also because it reminds us that God’s power happens in the most 

unlikely places. (In John’s gospel Nathaniel asks Philip: “Can anything good come out of 

Nazareth?”)   

Not surprisingly, we don’t know a lot about Jesus’ early life, in part because he grew up in a little-

known town, and simply because nobody followed him around as though he were royalty. Being traced 
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to the line of David and visited by foreigners notwithstanding, Jesus’ early life must have been rather 

unexciting. 

Somehow, the story of God incarnate has moved quickly from the grand announcements and 

impressive visits to the mundane and common experience of so many in Jesus’ day.  God makes a 

home among people who are occupied by oppressors and who must flee their homeland for their 

safety. In that sense, God not only becomes human, but becomes one amongst the lowest of the low, 

or should I say, the humblest of the humble: the very people who most need a Savior and Deliverer. 

All of this makes the story more relevant, especially given some of the atrocities we witness in our 

world today.  The holy family that fled the oppressors is not so unlike the people of that region 

today who are displaced, whose freedom is limited, whose modern-day homes include bomb shelter 

rooms, and who yearn (as two states or as one state) for acceptance and peace. 

And for those who live in this land of plenty, (i.e., the United States) there are worries and problems 

that trouble us and leave us feeling less than secure.  Good News comes in knowing that God came 

to walk with us in our journey: through our joys and celebrations, as well as through our fears and 

sorrows. 

We gather at the other end of Jesus’ earthly sojourn to celebrate that God-is-with-us [“Emmanuel”] 

as the One who overcame death and the grave, and who holds out for us the promise that no 

calamity, no ordeal, no pressure, and no threat can steal us away from the love of God in Christ 

Jesus. The God who walked this earth in Christ Jesus continues to reside among us to give us 

strength and courage to face the challenges of our days.  His life and teachings continue to feed us 

as we seek answers to the daily questions of this life, and as we look to the future for meaning and 

purpose.  We are not alone in our journey, but in fact have a community to support us, as further 

signs of God’s presence among us. 

What we know of this God who came to be among us is that we continue to be sustained and 

nourished for the journey of this life.  Through both bad times and good, God is with us.  So we tell 

the story of his birth yet again. We recall the humble circumstances of the Savior’s birth. We pause 

with a heavy heart at the drama that reminds us of the dysfunction that remains in our world even to 

this day. Finally, we determine that, before our time on this earth is completed, we will try to carry 

the light of Christ forward, to make a difference for others, and make this earthly life reflect a little 

more of the in-breaking of God’s kingdom—God’s reign. It is how God continues to deliver us 

through the good news of great joy for all people.  Thanks be to God! Amen.  

 


