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If the Christmas Express were to continue its trip today, it would start in Bethlehem and it would stop in three
other stations: Egypt, Galilee and Nazareth.

Prof. Mark Allan Powell teaches that "Bethlehem is where Jesus is at the start of the reading. It is the "city of
David," a place of great importance in the traditions of Israel and in God's plan. This is exactly the place
where the Messiah should be born. But, from here, where would the "King of the Jews" go next, to Jerusalem?
No, to Egypt.

Egypt is a land with hazy connotations. On one hand, it is the place of oppression from which God had to
deliver the people in Exodus. On the other hand, it is a place of refuge (1 Kings 11:40; 2 Kings 25:6; Jer.
43:1-7). Matthew makes an inversion of the old story. In Exodus, babies are slaughtered in Egypt by the
wicked pharaoh. Now, righteous Jews must flee to Egypt to escape a massacre of infants in their own land. In
the old story, another Joseph, guided by God through dreams, took his family to Egypt (Gen. 37--50). Now,
Joseph, the father of Jesus is advised in dreams to go there. Their sojourn in the land is a brief one. In another
dream, the family is guided back to Israel (vv. 20, 21), where they belong. But, alas! Another problem arises,
and they end up settling in Galilee.

Galilee was commonly known as "Galilee of the Gentiles" (Matt. 4:15). Though once a part of the northern
kingdom, the land was never recovered since its fall to the Assyrians, and was widely populated by
"foreigners." The Jews in Judea considered Galilean Jews a lower category, they were considered almost like
Samaritans. Settling In Galilee was definitely not a wise career move for anyone who wanted credentials as a
Messiah (cf. John 7:41 â�� "Surely the Messiah does not come from Galilee, does he?").

Nazareth is even worse. This little agricultural village, with a population of about 500, was so insignificant
that, at one time, some historians and archaeologists denied that such a place had ever existed. "Can anything
good come out of Nazareth?". Certainly, these words of Nathanael recorded in John 4:46 would have
represented a popular sentiment."

The Christmas Express neither took the family of Jesus to popular places nor allows us to remain in the
romanticism of Christmas eve. It leaves too soon, doesn't it? I would prefer to keep thinking of the God-child
who lives within us; the one who was born in Bethlehem in order to be born in us and through us. I would
love to continue speaking of the fact that within us there is a rocking crib in which God sleeps. I would prefer
to continue searching for images and meanings about the birth of God and what it can evoke in our lives.

But today's Gospel doesn't allow for that. This morning's Gospel confronts us with the dreadful reality of
governments whose decisions continue killing children and the reality of families who have to flee in order to
escape violence and to survive economic exclusion. Today's Gospel slaps us with the fact that history repeats
itself. The story of the family of Jesus it is the story of millions of families nowadays. It is the story of
mothers and fathers in refugee camps in Sudan and other parts of the world; it is the story of illegal women
who come to Geneva to work to send money to their children back home; women who have to live apart from
their children and have to deal with the uncertainty of whether they will be able to know the children whose
growing up they are not able to accompany. I spoke with an au pair the other day and she was telling me that
after so many years of separation, she is afraid that she will not be able to recognize her children any more,
and they, her.
The lullaby we sing today is not the one Mary sang to her baby the day before yesterday; it is the one Rachel
sang when facing the fact that her children exist no more, they are no more. The lullaby we sing is the one

1



attuned with millions of mothers and fathers who don't know where their children are, if they are still alive, if
they have any dignity at all.

The lullaby we sing today is a plea that God remain coming to our encounter and continue insisting to be born
in us so the children of this world get a chance to survive, and mothers and fathers don't have to weep any
more.

If you see the Christmas Express coming, take a ride on it. It will not take you to popular places, but it will
remind you that your travels are accompanied by the One who wants to be born in you.

Amen.
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