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	Flight to Egypt

[image: ]	Have you ever noticed that sad news stories at this time of the year typically end with “and at this time of year too.”   In popular culture we are taught that nothing bad is supposed to happen during the holidays.   But it does.  And the Christmas season doesn’t miraculously make all difficult times disappear.  Brightly lit Christmas trees, the scent of fresh evergreen garland, and the sweet melodies of Christmas carols do not take away from whatever difficulty, or grief has been experienced during the year.  The beauty of Christmas does not mean that the jobless suddenly have jobs or  that loved ones have come back to us, or that broken relationships are suddenly healed, or that addictions go away or mental illness no longer debilitates.  Though the celebration of Christmas does not fix what might be wrong with us, the message of Christmas can offer us hope and light in the midst of a trying time.
	This Advent our congregation has been spending some time with several of John August Swanson’s paintings of various nativity scenes.  I have enjoyed gazing at his artwork and have been inspired by his vision of the Christmas stories.  Each of his paintings uses vibrant color and rich textures.  He shows movement and vibrancy and life.
[image: ]	 This painting shows the visitation of the angel to Mary. The scene that surrounds her is one of life and vitality.  You can almost hear it, it is so vivid.



The painting of the nativity and the shepherds are quieter somehow.  In “A Visit” the town is brimming with energy and noise.  In the Nativity and the Shepherds they speak in whispers.  There is a vulnerability about the baby Jesus and the simple people bearing gifts, but there is no threat or fear.


[image: ]

 
	The journey of the magi is difficult and long.  But it is a journey of their own choosing.  Their journey is full of expectation and anticipated joy.  






	[image: ]Now, though, our attention turns to a new painting by John August Swanson – the Flight into Egypt – it his depiction of this difficult story from the Gospel of Matthew.   It’s a story that goes counter to what we think this season is supposed to be about.  It’s a story of horror and hate, fear and fury.  It’s story without melody, only drumbeats.  It’s a story we protect our children from because it is the stuff of nightmares.
	I think Swanson has captured it the story, though.  The colors are rich but dark and full of shadows.  The road behind the Holy Family is full of treacherous twists and turns and we know that more must be in their future.



[image: ]

He captures the terror.  See the soldiers at the door of a house.  And more gathered outside Bethlehem.  They are Herod’s henchmen, there to hunt for Jesus, the promised King.  
See Mary and Joseph.  In every other painting they have been surrounded by people.  And here they are alone.  Terribly alone.  They are on a journey that is taking them to an unfamiliar destination.  They don’t know if they will arrive in safety.  The future is not just uncertain it is threatened.  
	We know what that’s like.  When a loved one dies or a job ends, or a marriage fails, or we are fighting an addiction, we don’t know where we will end up.  
	I think about Mary and Joseph before this crazy journey of becoming Jesus’ parents started.  Their lives were clear, even scripted.  They were engaged to be married.  Joseph would continue to work as a wood worker, or laborer, and Mary would soon become a mother.  They would live their lives much like their parents.  But then news of a baby and then the threats from a king changed all that.  They thought the story of their lives had been written and then the rug gets pulled out from under them.
	This is a season when we tend to fall back on tradition.  Just the other day I told Corey that my father always put a special present for my mother in the Christmas tree. And that I really liked that tradition.  He said, “I didn’t know about that tradition.”  “I know,” I said, “that’s why I’m telling you.  I’d like us to do that tradition. It doesn’t have to be a fancy gift. Just a card is fine[image: ].”  We make cookies we don’t even like because we’ve always made them.  We put out decorations the way we have always put out decorations.  It is a season of we’ve always done it that way.  But when a loved one has died or a job is lost, it changes everything.  Nothing is the way we’ve done it before.  Suddenly we are on an unfamiliar road and we don’t know where we will end up.  Though we may live in the same house, we may feel like refugees, displaced persons in our own lives.  Not sure where we belong or how to move forward.
	This difficult story from Matthew tells us that there is room for this part of our story in God’s story.  It is God’s story.
	John August Swanson’s painting shows angels attending the holy family.  The only light seems to emanate from the angels and the angels’ lanterns.  [image: ]They are not alone.  Swanson seems to want us to know that God does not abandon us in the midst of our own challenging times, but does help light the way.  God’s presence doesn’t make our way any easier, it doesn’t smooth the path or make it any less dangerous.  God’s presence does not change our circumstances.  But it does change us.  God’s presence can help us experience our current grief such that it doesn’t embitter us. God’s presence can help us heal from betrayal so that we can trust another again.  God’s presence can open us to the fullness of God’s grace such that we can be shaped by our suffering to people who serve others out of our own experience of both pain and healing, our knowledge of great turmoil and our experience of God’s love.
In her book “Operating Instructions” Anne LaMott shares the following:
Pammy is pretty sick from the chemo.  It’s so bizarre to write those words.  …It makes me feel totally in the dark and about eight years old.  I’m trying to keep my faith high, but I feel sort of disgusted and puzzled by God right now. …It’s like he doesn’t even care, isn’t even paying attention.  It’s like James Joyce said:  he’s doing his nails.
I have a friend named Anne, this woman I’ve known my entire life, who took her two-year old up to Tahoe during the summer.  They were staying in a rented condominium by the lake.  And of course, it’s such a hotbed of gambling that all the rooms are equipped with these curtains and shades that block out every speck of light so you can stay up all night in the casinos and then sleep all morning.  One afternoon she put the baby to bed in his playpen in one of these rooms, in the pitch-dark, and went do some work.  A few minutes later she heard her baby knocking on the door from inside the room, and she got up, knowing he’d crawled out of his playpen.  She went to put him down again, but when she got to the door, she found he’d locked it.  He had somehow managed to push in the little button on the doorknob.  So he was calling to her, “Mommy, Mommy,” and she was saying to him, “jiggle the doorknob, darling,” and of course he didn’t speak much English—mostly he seemed to speak Urdu.  After a moment, it became clear to him that his mother couldn’t open the door, and the panic set in.  He began sobbing. So my friend ran around like crazy trying everything possible, like trying to get the front door key to work, calling the rental agency where she left a message on the machine, calling the manager of the condominium where she left another message, and running back to check in with her son every minute or so.  And there he was in the dark, this terrified little child.  Finally she did the only thing she could, which was to slide her fingers underneath the door, where there was a one-inch space.  She kept telling him over and over to bend down and find her fingers.  Finally somehow he did.  So they stayed like that for a really long time, on the floor, him holding onto her fingers in the dark.  He stopped crying.  She kept wanting to go call the fire department or something, but she felt that contact was the most important thing.  She started saying, “Why don’t you lie down, darling, and take a little nap on the floor?” and he was obviously like, “Yeah, right, Mom, that’s a great idea, I’m feeling so nice and relaxed.”  So she kept saying, “Open the door now,” and every so often he’d jiggle the knob, and eventually, after maybe half an hour, it popped open.
	I keep thinking of that story, how much it feels like I’m the two-year-old in the dark and God is the mother and I don’t speak the language.  She could break down the door if that struck her as being the best way, and ride off with me on her charger.  But instead, via my friends and my church and my shabby faith, I can just hold onto her fingers underneath the door.  It isn’t enough, and it is.”
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