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December 23, 2012 
 
Rev. Claire Feingold Thoryn 
 
 
Opening Words:  
 
Minister: For so the children come 

And so they have been coming. 
People:  No angels herald their beginnings. 

No prophets predict their future courses. 
Minister: No wisemen see a star to show where  

to find the babe that will save humankind. 
People:   Yet each night a child is born is a holy night. 
Minister: Parents sitting beside their children’s cribs 

Feel glory in the sight of a new life beginning. 
All:   Each night a child is born is a holy night— 

A time for singing, 
A time for wondering, 
A time for worshipping. 

--adapted from Sophia Lyon Fahs 
 
 
Advent Reading:  Matthew 2:1-5, 7-12 
 
The Visit of the Wise Men 
 
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.’ […] 
 
 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. 
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Baruch 5:1, 5-7 

Take off the garment of your sorrow and affliction, O Jerusalem, and put on 
forever the beauty of the glory from God. 

Arise, O Jerusalem, stand upon the height; look toward the east, and see your 
children gathered from west and east at the word of the Holy One, rejoicing that 
God has remembered them. 
For they went out from you on foot, led away by their enemies; but God will 
bring them back to you, carried in glory, as on a royal throne. 
For God has ordered that every high mountain and the everlasting hills be made 
low and the valleys filled up, to make level ground, so that Israel may walk safely 
in the glory of God. 

 
Second Reading: “Years From Now When You Are Weary” by Julia Kasdorf 
 
Years From Now When You Are Weary 
and worn out, wondering how you’ll pay 
a bill or make the rent or meet a deadline 
 
set by some thoughtless boss—and kid, 
such days will come—remember yourself 
 
at five: hair light from the sun or just from 
being young, new lunchbox pasted 
 
with butterflies, how you hung your backpack 
on a hook, then wouldn’t let me take your picture 
 
on the first day of school, sending me 
out of that classroom, to the car, to my job 
 
where a pair of bats flapped in the hallway. 
Bats may be just bats, but one darted 
 
into my office, quick as the boxer’s head 
that bobs and weaves and never gets hit. 
 
It landed and hung from the drapes, upside 
down, as you hung in my body for a while. 
 
Bats are not the only flying mammals. 
That afternoon in line for the bus, you cried, 
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so tired you thought you’d fall asleep 
and miss your stop. Years from now, child, 
 
in some helpless dusk, remember that fatigue 
but how you made it home to me anyway 
 
in the care of a kind farmer—bus driver. 
Recall that once I arrived late, your bus 
 
gone, and when I found you, carefully seated 
by a coffeepot in a corner of a dim garage 
 
at the school bus lot, you just said, Let’s go, 
Mama. Don’t tell anyone about this. 
 
Sermon: Expectations 
 

“Ahead of them went the star that they had seen at its rising…” 
 
“Arise, O Jerusalem, stand upon the height; look toward the east, and see 
your children…For God has ordered that every high mountain be made 
low and the valleys filled up, so that Israel may walk safely in the glory of 
God.” 
 
“Kid, 
such days will come.” 

 
The popular pregnancy book “What to Expect When you are Expecting,” since it 
was first published in 1984, has sold tens of millions of copies, is one of USA 
Today’s “25 Most Influential Books,” has been described as “the bible of 
American pregnancy,” has been made into a major motion picture, and is 
estimated by the author to be read by 93% of all expectant mothers. It is also an 
awful, awful book.  I am sorry if you loved it. I found it alarmist. Condescending. 
Terrifying. Apparently what one must expect when expecting is for something to 
go wrong—no, for everything to go wrong. And if it does, it is probably because 
you exercised too much or not enough, drank herbal tea, ate some cake, ate too 
much of the wrong kind of fish but not enough of the right kind of fish, or just 
generally had a negative attitude. 
 
One reviewer on Amazon said simply: “Burn it! Burn it with fire!” 
 
We all want to know what to expect. But we also want to expect the best. We 
imagine our children growing up and becoming the kind, smart, strong, funny 
people we know that they are. We don’t want to imagine the accidents, the hurts, 
the bullying, the heartbreaks, the school shootings. 
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Years from now, child, 
 
in some helpless dusk, remember that fatigue 
but how you made it home to me anyway… 
 

As we were reminded last week, not every child makes it home. 
 
If only we could travel back in time, to the time we we could never have expected 
such a thing. When it was unimaginable. When it was preventable.  
 
One pop culture time traveler, Dr. Who, said in one episode “The way I see it, 
every life is a pile of good things and bad things… The good things don’t always 
soften the bad things, but vice versa, the bad things don’t necessarily spoil the 
good things, and make them unimportant.” And so the Christmas lights still 
shone, and Christmas trees still stood, glittering and hopeful, even as our nation 
mourned. 

 
The Christian calendar describes Advent as a time of: 

Expectant Waiting 
Hopeful Anticipation 
Cheerful Preparation 

 

I hate waiting. The thing that makes Advent fun is knowing that at the end 
Christmas is coming. We can count down the minutes and hours. It isn’t 
confusing or uncertain or liable to be taken away at the last second. Every year, 
on December 25th, Christmas comes. 

 
The worst kind of waiting is when you don’t really know what is going to happen. 
When the outcome could be amazing and joyous or sad and terrifying.  
Or both, in the case of the first Christmas. 

The three wise men, or magi, were sent out by King Herod. Herod was power-
hungry and paranoid. Even his boss, Emperor Augustus, said that it was better to 
be Herod’s dog than it was to be his son—because when Herod suspected his sons 
of having designs on the throne, he killed them. This is the empire of violence that 
Jesus was born into.  

The three magi set out; and there, ahead of them, went the star that they 
had seen at its rising. When the star had stopped, they were overwhelmed 
with joy. They gave gifts to the child. And having been warned in a dream 
not to return to Herod, they left for their own country by another road. 

And this is usually where we end this Christmas story. With a star, and joy, and 
gifts, and the trip home. But not everyone makes it home.  
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The book of Matthew describes what came after the visit of three magi. An angel 
appeared to Joseph in a dream.  The poet wrote that “Bats are not the only flying 
mammals.” That makes me imagine, not a flying squirrel, but an angel. The flying 
mammal that comes when you least expect it.  
 
This angel told Joseph to take Mary and Jesus and flee Bethlehem, to Egypt. The 
angel warned Joseph of Herod’s wrath, that he would search for the child and try 
to destroy him. Joseph woke up, heart beating loudly in his chest, and in the dark 
of night, the new family fled to Egypt. If we thought Mary had to make a long 
journey, the 100 miles from Nazareth to Bethlehem, while 9 months pregnant, 
think about her with her newborn son, exhausted and sore from childbirth and 
nursing and sleeplessness, getting up on that donkey again to undertake a journey 
of more than twice that distance—knowing that Herod’s spies were everywhere. It 
wasn’t something she and Joseph could have expected.  

 
The book of Matthew says: 

When Herod saw that he had been tricked by the wise men, he was 
infuriated, and he sent and killed all the children in and around Bethlehem 
who were two years old or under, according to the time that he had learned 
from the wise men. Then was fulfilled what had been spoken through the 
prophet Jeremiah:  
18 ‘A voice was heard in Ramah, 
   wailing and loud lamentation, 
Rachel weeping for her children; 
   she refused to be consoled, because they are no more.’ 
 

Not every child makes it home. 
 
Historians think there were probably about a thousand people living in and around 
Bethelehem at that time; and so, probably about 20 tiny children killed by Herod. 
Christian history calls this the Massacre of the Holy Innocents. 20 children in 
Bethlehem, 20 children in Newtown. Holy innocents. Innocence lost. 

 
No angels heralded their beginnings. 
No prophets predicted their future courses.  
No wisemen saw a star to show where  
to find them. 
Yet the night they were born was also a holy night. 
 

In our opening hymn, the poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow heard the song of 
the church bells on Christmas day, a Christmas day in the midst of the American 
civil war. In lament, he wrote: 
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And in despair I bowed my head 
“There is no peace on earth,” I said, 
“For hate is strong and mocks the song 
Of peace on earth, good will to men.” 
 

But the bells, they keep on ringing. They keep ringing. From our sanctuary, here, 
on Friday morning at 9:30 am, one week after the Newtown deaths. From church 
after church after church, from town to town, pealing out against the New 
England rain, into the Midwestern snow, and out into the southern sunlight. They 
rang in sorrow, in protest, in solidarity. A chain of bells, holding hands across 
America. 
 

Then pealed the bells more loud and deep: 
“God is not dead, nor doth God sleep; 
The wrong shall fail, the right prevail 
With peace on earth, good will to men.” 

  
A light shines in the darkness, and a darkness cannot overcome it.  Some children 
do not make it home. But others did, and do, every day.  
 
Rev. Fred Rogers, that gentle soul known to many simply as “Mr. Rogers,” was 
resurrected this week as his words comforted many. Years ago, he said: 
 

“When I was a boy and I would see scary things in the news, my mother 
would say to me, ‘Look for the helpers. You will always find people who 
are helping.’ To this day, especially in times of disaster, I remember my 
mother’s words, and I am always comforted by realizing that there are still 
so many helpers—so many caring people in this world.”  

 
Feeling helpless, we looked to the helpers. 
 
The helpers:  
 
The teacher who stopped the gunman, with her life, long enough for a few 
children to run out the classroom door, down the hallway, and into the arms of 
their parents. And then…those children went home. 
 
The teacher who turned off the classroom lights, piled her kids up in a corner, and 
had them whisper-sing holiday songs together. They sat in the dark, softly singing 
Silent Night, not stopping even when the sounds outside their door grew scary and 
loud. And then… they went home.1 
 
The teacher who took her whole classroom into the bathroom, locked the door, 
and told the children she loved them. She said to one journalist, “I know that 
                                                
1 http://www.nytimes.com/2012/12/18/nyregion/amid-the-whiz-of-bullets-seeking-comfort-in-
song.html?_r=0 
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teachers aren’t supposed to say things like that. But…if it was the last thing they 
heard…I wanted them to know, I loved them.” And finally…they all went home. 
 
So many helpers. 
The innkeeper who gave Joseph and Mary a place to rest. 
 
The shepherds who came with tears of joy. 
 
The wise men who came with gifts, wisdom, and warning. 
 
The baby, Jesus, who grew up, fought the empire of violence and oppression he 
was born into, stood up for peace and for all the holy innocents. And then, as the 
ancient story tells us, he too went home—in a way.  
 

We never know what to expect when we wake up in the morning. But we can 
choose to look for the helpers. To be the helpers. To add our voices to the bells:  

 
“The wrong shall fail, the right prevail.” 

 
Arise, O Jerusalem, stand upon the height;  
look toward the east, and see your children. 
Every high mountain will be made low  
and the valleys filled up,  
so that all God’s children may walk safely. 

 
“A voice, a chime, a chant sublime 
Of peace on earth, to all goodwill.” 

 
A star is rising in the east. And somewhere, right in this moment, a child is being 
born. Today is a holy day.  

 
“Kid, 
such days will come.” 

 

May it be so. I love you. And Merry Christmas. 
 

Amen. 
 


