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The Second Sunday After Christmas Day

January 2, 2011

St.  John’s Episcopal Church

Staten Island, New York

Late one night the Pharisee Nicodemus came to see our Lord and to ask him a question.  In the ensuring conversation, recorded for us by Divine inspiration in the third chapter of the Gospel according to St. John, our Lord made two statements that could well sum up the entire scope of the relationship between God and humankind.  The first statement is so well known that it is probably second only to the 23rd Psalm in familiarity.  The statement is this:  “For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believes in him, should not perish but have everlasting life.”  Here, in this one sentence, on full display for all the world to know, is the essence of the Divine initiative:  God so loves us that he gave himself to us in human flesh so that might be redeemed.

The second statement our Lord made to Nicodemus that night is less well known yet equally significant if we are to begin to understand the necessity of the incarnation.  Unlike the statement just quoted from John 3:16, this statement does not focus on God’s motivation for becoming human, but rather on the human motivation for rejecting God, again and again and again.  It comes just three short verses after the declaration of God’s love for the world and it says this:  “This is the judgment, that light has come into the world, and people loved darkness rather than light because their deeds were evil.  For all who do evil hate the light and do not come to the light, so that their deeds may not be exposed.”

Late one night while St. Joseph was asleep, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, as we have just heard read, “Get up, take the child and his mother, and flee to Egypt, and remain there until I tell you; for Herod is about to search for the child, to destroy him.”  Joseph did as the angel instructed and Christians throughout the centuries have referred to this as the Flight into Egypt.  And King Herod did as the angel prophesied he would do; he sought out the child Jesus and in doing so, slaughtered every male child two years old and younger, based, as Scripture records, on the time that he had learned from the Wise Men as to when the star first appeared.  Christians thoughout the centuries have referred to this as the Martyr of the Holy Innocents and have established December 28th as their feast day.  Here at St. John’s, it is not our custom to observe that feast day, but, not too many years ago, a stained glass window was commissioned and donated to the parish and installed next to the shrine of St. John’s, there, in the back of the church, that remembers these first holy martyrs.  

Late one night last week, as Christians gathered for midnight services in the cities of Sulu, in the Philippines, and in Jos and Maiduguri in Nigeria, Islamic fundamentalists attacked those churches.  In Sulu, six Christians were killed.  In Jos and Maiduguri, over 80 Christians were killed, including the pastor of Victory Baptist Church who was dragged from his pulpit and executed outside the front doors of the church.  Late one night, actually, the night before last, a suicide bomber blew himself up at All Saints Copic Church in Alexandria, Egypt, during their New Year’s Eve Mass and killed 21 people and wounded scores more.

Quoting once more the words of our Lord:  “light has come into the world, and people loved darkness rather than light because their deeds were evil.  For all who do evil hate the light and do not come to the light, so that their deeds may not be exposed.”

Over these last weeks we have celebrated the coming of light into the world as we have sang our Advent hymns and our Christmas carols; as we have decorate our homes, and our church; as we have baked and eaten and made merry with our friends and family.  Yet behind all the ornaments and gifts and colored lights sits a reality we try very hard to ignore:  we live in a world of violence and bad things, terrible things, do indeed happen to good people:  Christians, Jews, Muslims, Hindus, Sikhs; people of faith and people with no faith tradition.  Light has come into the world, yet the world prefers darkness.  That is why Herod sought to destroy the Christ child.  That is why religious extremists attacked Christian churches during Christmas.  And that is why, 2,000 years later, we still proclaim the truth, that Light has come into the world.  The world may hate the light, because their deeds are evil, but that does not negate the light.  That does not destroy the Light.  That does not stop the Light from shining into every corner of the world and into every corner of the human heart.  

Our Lord’s encounter with Nicodemus did not end with the sober words of judgment that I quoted earlier, but rather with a promise.  It is this promise that brought the Holy Family back from Egypt after Herod’s death and it is this promise that sustains the Christians of Sulu, and Jos, and Maiduguri, and Alexandria in the aftermath of such violence:  “But the one who does the truth comes to the light, that his deeds may be clearly seen, that they have been done in God.”  Or, as St. John’s says in the opening chapter of his Gospel:  “To all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of God, who were born, not of blood or of the will of the flesh, or of the will of man, but of God.”

Yesterday we began a new year.  None of us know what the next 364 days will bring us.  We do not know what wars may yet erupt, what financial markets may yet collapse, what terrorist attacks may yet come, or what violence may yet find its way to us or our loved ones.  There is very little we know about 2011.  But this one thing we do know.  Light has come into the world and we who have received that Light, who have believed and continue to believe in that Name, have become children of God and we can proclaim as did the Psalmist of old, whose words we read this morning, “the Lord God is both sun and shield; he will give grace and glory; O Lord of hosts, happy are they who put their trust in you!”

In a world that seeks to destroy the Light as King Herod sought to destroy the infant Jesus, may this be our one and only New Year’s resolution:  to put out trust in God.

