
Sermon: A Voice Was Heard in Ramah 

New North Church, Hingham 

Rev. Steven M. Aucella 

29 December 2019 

 

Based on Isaiah 63:7-9; Matthew 2:13-23 

 

We were away for a few days after Christmas, and in our hotel room we noticed 

that there were no drawers anywhere except for three large dresser drawers.  At the same 

time, we wondered, “Where’s the Gideon’s?” meaning the Bible that you can find in 

almost every hotel room.  We found it in one of the big drawers, simply because there 

was no place else for it. 

So, I pulled it out and looked for today’s readings.  As I thumbed through it, I 

noticed a section up front for suggested readings.  And another one that told me what the 

Bible said about certain topics.  And then I found a section devoted to one single verse: 

“For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, 

that whoever believes in Him should not perish but have everlasting life.” 

(John 3:16, NKJV) 

According to the Gideons, this one verse has been translated into more than 1100 

languages representing most of the world’s population.  One verse, out of the entire 

Bible, and it’s about Jesus. 

That verse can serve as our guide throughout the year to remind us why we read 

the Bible and follow the teachings of Jesus of Nazareth. 

That said, we hope everyone enjoyed their Christmas cheer because today we’re 

dealing with some challenging verses.  Fasten your safety belts, as Bette Davis once said. 

Taking Isaiah first, this passage comes from chapter 63 – right in the middle of 

the writings of an author known as Third Isaiah, chapters 56-66. 

Roughly speaking, First Isaiah experienced the turbulent times leading up to and 

including the Fall of Judah; Second Isaiah lived through the Exile; and now, Third Isaiah 

is trying to sort out the Return, after the dust had settled and things were coming back to 

normal in a start-and-stop kind of way. 

The problem for this Isaiah was, the redemption of Zion, meaning the Temple in 

Jerusalem, seems to have been delayed.  There was a lot of finger-pointing going on. 
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In this chapter, God is disillusioned, angry, and maybe a little fatigued, much like 

our most enthusiastic Christmas shoppers must be right about now.  The chapter also 

reveals that God is not sentimental. 

We talk a lot about how context matters.  Barbara Brown Taylor once said that 

“these three verses are airlifted out of a chapter thick with divine wrath and human 

despair.”  Read the whole thing and you’ll see what she means. 

It reads like some sort of script for two voices.  One is probably Isaiah and the 

other is definitely God.  In verse six, immediately before our reading begins, God said, 

“I trampled the nations in my anger; 

In my wrath I made them drunk 

And poured their blood on the ground.” 

The nations, or peoples, here refers to Edom, which profited when Jerusalem fell 

to Babylon.  The point of the passage called out by the lectionary is to recall Israel’s 

deliverance from Egypt.  The chapter as a whole announces that God’s vindication of 

Israel has begun.  We are to remember that God cares deeply for the faith community – 

any faith community – that will live by the covenant despite its circumstances. 

The first verse in chapter 64 reads: 

“Oh, that you would rend the heavens and come down.” 

Well, all right, all right, said the Lord, which brings us to today’s Gospel reading. 

This is a familiar story.  It is rich with details and the more I know about it, the 

more respect I have for Matthew and his skill as a narrator. 

There are several dream sequences in these first two chapters – five, in fact, one 

of which we heard last week and one which we just missed today.  Four came to Joseph 

and one to the wise men from the East who came to Jerusalem looking for the King of the 

Jews, who we know happens to be the baby Jesus lying in a manger in Bethlehem. 

The dreams and the fulfilled prophecies are meant to show us that it is God’s 

actions that initiate all human activity, but the passage also describes the world into 

which Jesus entered – a world of divine guidance, trickery, treachery, and murder. 

Herod was not a Jew and had been appointed to his post by the Romans, but he 

had to fight to secure his position.  He was never certain that someone wasn’t out to get 

him, once even suspecting his wife and one of his sons of trying to overthrow him. 
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He had them killed.  Herod died in 4 BCE after a reign of extraordinary violence 

and cruelty, just to maintain his tenuous grip on power, and he died anyway. 

The grace in this story is that Jesus never actually threatened Herod or his family, 

nor did he ever try to take revenge.  Imagine how different a book like Mario Puzo’s The 

Godfather would be if no one ever settled the family’s business. 

The problem with this passage is a modern one.  These days, we tend to apply our 

moral concerns to first century situations.  We talked about this a bit last week when the 

concern was about Mary, the pregnant virgin. 

Today, people are talking about Jesus, Mary, and Joseph as refuges fleeing into 

Egypt to escape death and equating their situation with that of someone fleeing civil war 

in Guatemala or Syria and crossing a border into another country in order to escape death. 

These modern-day realities are horrible, and they underscore the cruelty we 

humans are more than capable of doing.  But the only commonality is the escaping death 

part.  There’s a big difference between crossing from Guatemala into Mexico, two 

separate countries with their own set of rules, and a first century crossing from Israel into 

Egypt.  Israel and Egypt were both Roman provinces, though not quiet ones.  Crossing 

into Egypt for Joseph and his family was about the same as us crossing from Kentucky 

into Tennessee. 

Another difference is the scale.  There are about 13 million displaced Syrians in 

the world today, almost sixty percent of the pre-war population.  Based on first century 

population estimates for Bethlehem, Herod probably killed maybe twenty baby boys.  

What remains the same across the centuries is the horror, cruelty, and murder, things 

which neither God’s presence nor Jesus’ birth can ever fully remove on their own. 

On Christmas Day in Boston, a young mother apparently murdered her two 

children and then committed suicide by jumping off the Ruggles T station garage roof.  

We don’t and probably can never know the full reasons for this tragedy.  These three 

deaths affect not just the immediate family, but also the first responders in the 

Northeastern University police force, the EMTs and the MBTA – everyone involved has 

been permanently affected by this one terrible event. 
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The question remains in all of this: where was God?  Where was God in 

Bethlehem?  Where is God in Syria or Guatemala, or any place where violence is a part 

of daily life?  Where was God on the roof of the parking garage on Christmas Day? 

These are rhetorical questions.  As Christians, we are not permitted to say that all 

of this “mysteriously serves God’s good ends,” as David Bentley Hart wrote following 

the earthquake and tsunami that wiped out thousands of lives along the Pacific Rim 

fifteen years ago.  He wrote, “We are permitted only to hate death and waste and the 

imbecile forces of chance that shatter living souls, to believe that creation is in agony in 

its bonds, to see this world as divided between two kingdoms.” 1 

Forty years or so ago, during the Somoza dictatorship in Nicaragua, a priest 

named Ernesto Cardenal recorded the reflections of a group of people who lived in an 

island community called Solentiname.  We’ve heard from them before. 

Every Sunday, the group would gather, read the day’s Gospel lesson, and talk 

about it.  In their situation, living in the midst of a revolution, they saw the effects of 

persecution and injustice up close every day.  Little by little, the community began to 

identify with the rebels and the group eventually became part of the resistance to 

Somoza.  For them divided loyalties gave way to total commitment.  More than a few 

involuntarily became martyrs. 

After the group heard the passage we read today, a lengthy discussion followed. 

One of the women said that “anyone that is struggling for the liberation of the 

oppressed, he himself is a Christ, and then there’s a Herod…and more Herods will come 

along, because whenever there’s someone struggling for liberation there’s someone who 

wants to kill him, and if they can kill him they will.” 

God is in our collective positive response to tragedy, in our compassion, and in 

our charity.  At this time of year especially, we are most aware that “the incarnate God 

enters a world at once his own and yet hostile to him – ‘He was in the world, and the 

world was made by him, and the world knew him not (John 1:10).’”2 

And I say, more Herods may come along, but more Christs will come too. 

Amen. 

 
1 David Bentley Hart, “Tremors of Doubt,” http://online.wsj.com/news/articles/SB110445823834113820  
2 Ibid. 

http://online.wsj.com/news/articles/SB110445823834113820

