C H R I S T M A S 2, January 5, 2020, Year A
• Paintings of the Holy Family’s flight into Egypt fall into at least two
categories: some depict the journey in daytime, while others portray it at
night. We can easily imagine how travel through the desert with a young
child by day would make sense. But there is much to be said for how an
artist might present the event in the context of darkness ~ especially since
Matthew tells us that the Holy Family departed by night. As we heard John
say last week, “the true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into
the world.” “The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not
overcome it.”1
• For most of us, night is when we sleep. Though dreams and visions can
come at any time, we associate dreams most commonly with our sleep at
night. Un-named angels visit Joseph in his dreams. They tell him to take his
family and flee to Egypt; and then later, to return. In the Bible, angels and
dreams often have to do with revelation. Because our hearts and minds are
darkened by enslavement to the things of this world, we yearn for
illumination. We cling to experiences of transcendence. And when our
awareness has been touched by illumination transforming our spiritual
outlook, we set aside lesser sources of motivation. Night, so long associated
with death, then becomes a time of hope and expectation.
• Last week, we noted how John’s Gospel is more interested in the meaning
of history than in its outward details. Matthew, by contrast, provides many
details, which are latent with meaning. But Matthew doesn’t always signal or
elaborate that deeper meaning. In just over 20 verses of chapter 2, he
recounts several key events, each of which fulfills earlier Scriptures. Soon
after Jesus’ birth, the Magi bring gifts from the East; Joseph then takes his
family to Egypt; Herod searches for the holy child and massacres the
innocents; and finally, the Holy Family returns to Israel, and settles in
Nazareth. The brevity of these descriptions contrasts with the amount of
attention they have received in the history of art. These few verses are
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saturated with meaning. But their significance may elude us if we don’t
know the bigger story. Matthew wants us to respect that bigger story.
• One person who saw that bigger picture was the painter Luc-Olivier Merson.
He envisions aspects of Matthew’s narrative in his 1880 painting, Rest on the
Flight into Egypt. Right away we discern a focus on the themes of rest and
light. In the darkness of a starry desert night, the holy child rests on Mary’s
lap while she reclines in the Sphinx’s embrace. A glowing light from the holy
child illuminates her face, and the chest of the Sphinx.
• Like many painters, Merson employs artistic license in the service of
theology. The great statue at Giza is not the only Sphinx from ancient Egypt.
Yet, the artist likely had it in mind. He portrays it as it might have looked at
Jesus’ birth, but in a diminished scale. The actual Giza Sphinx faces east, the
direction of the rising sun. And so, in Merson’s painting, the monument is
aptly illuminated by the light from the long awaited Morningstar ~ the ‘dawn
from on high’ that will break upon us in the Christ child.2
• The ancient Sphinx’s head cloth and beard are shown intact but chipped, a
neglected condition consistent with the drifting sand pushed up against the
monument. The face of the figure is distinctively turned upward, we might
even say inquiringly, toward the stars above. The figure of Joseph is shown
asleep. His head is covered and his eyes shielded from the image of the
ancient Egyptian divinity. And yet, his heart and mind remain open to
angelic messengers. His inner spirit is attuned to the God who called him
here, while the embers of the small fire emit a wisp of smoke, moving
skyward in the dark night. With both the face of the child, and the depiction
of the fire, Merson reminds us of the Light that shines in the darkness. The
vocation of this Light is to illumine all people, in clear contrast to the idols of
this world.
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• “Out of Egypt, I have called my son,” says the Lord through the prophet
Hosea.3 Hosea prophesied before the exile, at a time when people had
forgotten their vocation — a vocation tied to their purposeful deliverance by
the Lord. Referring to the nation, and therefore indirectly to its recalcitrant
kings, Hosea’s prophecy compares Israel to a wayward son, whose fate it will
be to return to bondage in a new ‘Egypt.’ And so, in time, a new son is born,
who at last fulfills Israel’s vocation. This fulfillment is suggested by the way
he retraces Israel’s historical migration to and from Egypt. More importantly,
as a new Moses, he will free God’s people from the bondage and servitude
of the ‘Egypt’ of sin and death.
• Both in Scripture and in theology, Egypt has been a consistent metaphor for
the natural world and fallen human institutions. Just as the biblical Hebrews
in the wilderness pined away for the leeks and melons back in Egypt, we as
people on the journey of faith often remain attached to ideas, habits, and
things from our old life of pre-baptismal awareness. After our natural birth in
servitude to sin, we are called to a new covenant life with God, a life which
unfolds after we cross the Red Sea of Baptism into the death and
resurrection of Jesus. Jesus’ own journey to and return from Egypt, and his
later fasting and temptation in the wilderness after his Baptism, recapitulates
this biblical pattern.
• Merson’s painting can help us perceive how we often rest upon the natural
and humanly-made things of this world ~ upon the monuments and
achievements of our forebears as well as upon the comfort and beauty of
places we love. But we must not cling to them! For we are now a covenant
people, called to live in a new and promised land. Not a dwelling place we
can see or touch, but one that is nevertheless real. The full dimensions,
meaning and purpose of this promised land are not yet apparent, but
remain articles of promise and a source of continuing epiphany and
disclosure. This theme is also suggested by both of the two Gospels for this
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day: Matthew’s story of the visit of the Magi from the east, who worship the
baby Jesus, along with the Egypt story; and Luke’s story of how Jesus later
astonished the Temple elders with his wisdom when he was just twelve. In
both, we find hidden wonder, brief yet evocative narrative, and indications
of something greater and godly lying just beyond our present reach.
• Being members of the Body of Christ, and of the renewed Israel, we have
been called out. We have been called out of many forms of ‘Egypt,’ to live in
a new and promised land. This journey challenges us to grow and change,
rather than remain comfortable where we are. Yet, we find lots of ways to
rationalize the continuing rule of the Pharaohs of this world. Too easily we
make ourselves at home within the sheltering embrace of stone-cold and
decaying kingdoms. But the God who calls us to journey through darkness
is also the God who speaks to us through angels at night. As Isaiah said,
“the people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who
dwelt in a land of deep darkness, on them has light shone.”4 For God reveals
himself to us in the daylight of his Son. (As The Message translation puts it,)
this “Life-Light was the real thing: Every person entering Life, he brings into
Light.”5
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Luc-Olivier Merson, Rest on the Flight into Epypt, 1880
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Matthew 2:1-15

In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, wise men from the
East came to Jerusalem, asking, "Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews?
For we observed his star at its rising, and have come to pay him homage." When King
Herod heard this, he was frightened, and all Jerusalem with him; and calling together all the
chief priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the Messiah was to be
born. They told him, "In Bethlehem of Judea; for so it has been written by the prophet:
`And you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah,
are by no means least among the rulers of Judah;
for from you shall come a ruler
who is to shepherd my people Israel.'"
Then Herod secretly called for the wise men and learned from them the exact time when the
star had appeared. Then he sent them to Bethlehem, saying, "Go and search diligently for
the child; and when you have found him, bring me word so that I may also go and pay him
homage." When they had heard the king, they set out; and there, ahead of them, went the
star that they had seen at its rising, until it stopped over the place where the child was.
When they saw that the star had stopped, they were overwhelmed with joy. On entering the
house, they saw the child with Mary his mother; and they knelt down and paid him homage.
Then, opening their treasure chests, they offered him gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh.
And having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own country
by another road.
After the wise men had left, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream and said,
"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." Then Joseph got up, took the
child and his mother by night, and went to Egypt, and remained there until the death of
Herod. This was to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet, "Out of
Egypt I have called my son."

Notes:
1

See John chapter 1.

2

See Luke 1:78-79 in context.

3

See Hosea 11:1, which is quoted in Matthew 2:15.

4

Isaiah 9:2 (ESV).

5

John 1:9, from The Message translation of the Bible.
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