PAGE  
1

Matthew 2:13-23
Sunday after the Nativity

By Fr. Terenti Wasielewski

     The Sunday after the Nativity of Our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ commemorates the slaughtering of the Innocents at the hand of Emperor Herod. As we heard, Herod commanded his army to kill all the male children under two years of age in his kingdom, so that this action would end any notion that a king was born to the Jews and that his own rule over the Jewish people would not be compromised. In order to escape the massacre, an angel forewarns the family and they take flight into Egypt and eventually return to the land of Galilee where Christ was raised once Herod had died. 
     If we ponder the commemorations of the Nativity season, we find an uncanny parallel to the Easter season. If we recall, the joy of the Resurrection on Easter Sunday is followed by what is known as the  Doubting Thomas Sunday or as it is commonly known the Anti-Pascha. The complete action of the Easter vigil is predicated on the belief in Christ’s rising from the dead, yet that joy is somewhat squelched the next week by Thomas’s disbelief. In a similar manner, the Nativity season is a perfect action of the creation of life within an imperfect world, yet on this Sunday we have a sort of anti-Christmas whereby we commemorate what seems to be the loss of life expressed in the massacre of children.   
    In both of these anti-Sundays sort of speak, the negativity we associate with each them is actually a reflection of the real world. Whereas the birth of Christ (the Winter Pascha) and the Resurrection of Christ (Spring Pascha) are a complete heavenly actions for our salvation and the anti-Sundays are the reality in which we live here in this world. However, despite the fact that these anti-Sundays seem to squelch the joy of the feast, there is a joy inherent in each anti-Sunday. In the anti-Pascha feast we see that once Thomas thrusts his hands into Christ’s side, his disbelief is turned into complete belief in the Resurrection. In the anti-Christmas Sunday despite the tragedy of the Holy Innocents, their sacrifice of this earthly life has made them angels with the Lord. 

    If you think this mixing of joy with sorrow is kind of strange, ironically this juxtaposition is imbedded in ancient Semitic thinking. Remember in a Jewish wedding still today, the common cup is smashed after the bride and groom drink from it. This act is to remind the couple that even though this marriage is a joyous one, their life will have sorrowful events as well.

This even extends beyond the Semitic world. The ancient Chinese call this Yin and Yang—it is a concept of dualism, describing how seemingly opposite or contrary forces may actually be complementary and interconnected in this world.

    Additionally, we often consider this Sunday to be a celebration on the sanctity of life. It is an appropriate time for us to ponder what our church is telling us about the preservation of life.  In many ways, we can read into these actions of 2000 years ago and see how we conduct business in the present day. If we really think about it, have we progressed beyond the actions of Herod, or are we disciples of Herod. Do we respect and preserve life or do we view it as a disposable commodity? Do the precepts behind abortion, capital punishment or euthanasia have any validity in what is spoken during the Nativity gospel or the words in today’s gospel reading? 
   If we answered point blank yes to any of the above questions, then we have a lot to learn about what our faith is teaching us about the sanctity of life.  Certainly there are exceptions and we can not oversimplify answers, but what we must remember is that  all life is a precious commodity from God  no matter what state of existence the person is in, or what actions the person may have committed in his/her life. Therefore as a Christian we must do whatever it takes to preserve our own life as well as those around us.
   Today we also celebrate the memory of St. Stephen the great martyr. St. Stephen was the first martyr of the Christian church. St. Stephen’s feast at this time shows us that even though we are full of joy with the birth of our Lord, we must also be cognizant of suffering and persecution for our faith. St. Stephen was steadfast in his love for Christ and his faith would not waver not even stoning would turn him away from the Lord. His life becomes the prototype of the saints to come and he becomes the model for us as well. We must always be with the Lord, never denying him, defending Christianity in a world of abject evil. 
   In the coming year, let us pray that we as a church, as a community, as a nation in this world be able to rise above the popular demands of a disposable society and respect and love everyone whether they are in the womb, whether they have committed the unimaginable sin or whether they are about to leave this world. If we follow this directive from our Lord to love everyone, we will certainly receive our reward in the everlasting kingdom. Amen.
