
Readings: Genesis 37.25-28; Micah 5.2-5a; Luke 2.39-40, 52; Matthew 2.1-12 
 
Joseph had a dream, and took his wife and child away in the middle of the night.  There’s a certain 
irony about where he went.  Herod’s deeds in wiping out the newborn children recall the actions of 
Pharaoh in the story of Moses.  Remember, baby Moses wouldn’t have ended up as a basket case 
floating down the Nile if Pharaoh hadn’t been set on murdering all the Hebrew boys.  But a lot had 
changed since Moses had led his people out of Egypt 1500 years before.  It wasn’t unreasonable for 
the holy family to keep out of the limelight for a little while. 

Egypt represented a place of escape.  There’s a lot in most of us that’s longing to escape.  Some 
escapes are very good ones.  The ability to relax, and play, and enjoy adventure can be important 
and creative kinds of renewal.  Other escapes, like Joseph and Mary’s, are vital ways of staying alive, 
or staying sane.  Many people dream of an exotic vacation, or stare intently at a bottle of sleeping 
pills, or identify intimately with a celebrity or a sports team, firmly desiring that this alternative 
reality will alleviate the pressure from their present one.  And some escapes aren’t really escapes at 
all, and could better be described as exile, because in order to preserve your life, you leave a place 
you love, and abide for a time in a place where you don’t want to be, until your circumstances 
change for the better. 

As the new year begins, I wonder what might be a place of escape for you.  I wonder where it might 
be that you run away to, and whether that hiding place is one of desperate preservation or anxious 
denial or healthy renewal.  I wonder what part of your soul or body is in danger right now and needs 
Joseph’s guiding hand to lead it to a place of escape.  I wonder what it is that deep down you might 
be running away from.  I wonder if part of you is in exile, and doesn’t want to be where you are at 
all.  Egypt, the place of escape.  I wonder where Egypt is going to be for you this year. 

Let us pray 

Tender God, you know our desire and our need to escape.  When we need to run away, give us 
places to be safe, and make those places ones where we encounter you.  Amen 

 

Bethlehem is a place of long-buried mystery and possibility.  It was previously known as Ephrath.  
The prophet Micah has an echoing word that says “O Bethlehem of Ephrathah, who are one of the 
little clans of Judah, from you shall come forth for me one who is to rule in Israel, whose origin is 
from of old, from ancient days.”  The great King David had come from Bethlehem, but it had been 
more or less a thousand years since anything much had happened there, so no one was holding their 
breath. 

But because King Herod had now learned of Jesus’ birth from the wise men, Bethlehem suddenly 
became a place of danger.  Herod had every male child under 2 years old killed.  So suddenly the 
place of obscurity, of legend, of long-lost possibility, had become a place of terror.  I wonder what 
the shepherds thought about this terrible slaughter.  Was this the good news of joy and peace the 
angels had brought them that starry, starry night?  Or did they curse the day they’d seen the sky 
filled with angels, because everything since had been tragedy and cruelty and murderous butchery? 

Many of us have known a place of tranquillity suddenly become a place of danger.  As the new year 
begins, I wonder what might be a place of danger for you.  I wonder where might be a place that 
your faith, your witness, your very existence seems to be a challenge, a threat, an infuriating and
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inflammatory provocation that evokes malice, hatred and violence from others.  Bethlehem, the 
place of danger.  I wonder where Bethlehem is going to be for you this year. 

Let us pray 

God of mercy, you know our fears.  Give us this year the courage to walk towards those fears you call 
us to confront, and give us the strength we need to sustain us through the storm.  Amen. 

 

Joseph eventually settled his family in Nazareth.  Unlike Egypt and Bethlehem, Nazareth had no 
special connection to a significant moment in Israel’s story.  This was not a place with any 
expectation that something remarkable was to happen: and as far as we know, nothing remarkable 
did.  Except this was where the character of the Son of God was formed, filled, shaped and 
deepened.  Nazareth is the third location of Joseph and Mary’s journey.  It’s where the story of 
Matthew chapter 2 reaches its conclusion.  Nazareth is a place of nurture.  Jesus spent all but a few 
years of his life there, as far as we know.  Nazareth was the place that formed him for the times of 
courage and sacrifice that lay ahead of him. 

As the new year begins, I wonder what might be a place of nurture for you.  I wonder whether the 
place you’re spending most of your time is truly a place of nurture.  I wonder whether the place 
you’ve spent most of your life is truly a place of nurture.  I wonder what are the parts of your soul 
that need nurturing this year – maybe parts that take a long time to grow, need a lot of 
encouragement, are still to find fruit and fertile soil.  Nazareth, the place of nurture.  I wonder 
where Nazareth is going to be for you this year. 

Egypt, Bethlehem, Nazareth.  If you set the three locations out geographically, they form a triangle – 
with Egypt bottom left, Bethlehem bottom right, and Nazareth at the top.  Picture that triangle for a 
moment.  I wonder where you would place yourself in that triangle right now.  I wonder whether 
your life would be near one corner, tending toward danger, with perhaps a little bit of nurture.  Or 
near another corner, maybe nurture, with a little bit of escape.  And I wonder whether you’re 
expecting, in the year to come, to find yourself in a different place in the triangle to where you were 
last year. 

I wonder where you think God is in this triangle.  When you turn to God and consider your life 
before God, where do you stand?  Is faith largely a matter of escape – of retreat into a spiritual 
world, where earthly pressures are less depressing and overwhelming, and where hope and peace 
and freedom are close at hand?  Is God with you in danger?  Does God lead you into danger?  Or do 
you see your life and ministry as fundamentally placing you in positions of danger just like Jesus?  
Or is God, for you, mainly about nurture, growth, and understanding, with few moments of 
revelation but a lot of gentleness and slow realization and deepening of character? 

And finally think about the life and mission of the church.  Is the church called to be in Bethlehem, 
constantly in places of danger and sacrifice facing fear and fury?  Or is it called to be in Egypt, far 
away from such troubled territory, offering an oasis of calm and security and keeping its head down 
lest there be any trouble?  Or is the church called to be in Nazareth, slowly cherishing and nurturing 
and fostering and being present as the kingdom emerges before its eyes? 

As a vicar I find that a great deal of disagreement and unhappiness in congregations arises from the 
fact that members have significantly different understandings of where they are in the triangle, and 
where their church is called to be.  You can imagine that a person who comes to worship longing for 
an oasis of escape from their chaotic life is easily horrified when the message they’re getting is that 
we’re all called to Bethlehem, to face danger with Christ.  But I believe my role as a pastor isn’t to 
push, nudge or persuade people into Nazareth, Egypt or Bethlehem.  It’s to craft a whole community 
that lives within this triangle, sharing one another’s dangers and oases and learnings, and helping 
each other to meet God in each one.  The secret is to stay within the triangle.  

Let us pray. 

Guiding God, you are with us in escape, in danger, and in nurture.  Draw us near to you as disciples 
and as your church, that we may find in you our companion, our hope, and our glory.  Amen. 


