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Sunday 29 December 2013
Bethlehem Bloodbath
Year A - Christmas 1 - 06A
	The Mission of the Methodist Church of New Zealand
	Our Church’s mission in Aotearoa / New Zealand is to reflect and proclaim the transforming love of God as revealed in Jesus Christ and declared in the Scriptures.  We are empowered by the Holy Spirit to serve God in the world.  The Treaty of Waitangi is the covenant establishing our nation on the basis of a power-sharing partnership and will guide how we undertake mission.
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Get the “Christmas is for the birds” T-shirt from $36.95

	Isaiah 63.7-9 A song of praise for the Lord’s goodness in rescuing his people.

Psalm 148 Another psalm of praise. Let all creation join together in praise and worship the Lord, the creator. 

Hebrews 2.10-18 Jesus became one of us and can now help us when we are tempted

Matthew 2.13-23 Joseph and Mary escape to Egypt with Jesus and so avoid being involved in Herod’s horrific slaughter of the infants in Bethlehem

Childermas
Childermas, otherwise known as Holy Innocents Day, is observed in different church traditions around the world on either the 27, 28 or 29 December. This is the day that commemorates the massacre of the innocents recorded in today’s gospel reading from Matthew. These children are sometimes considered to be the first martyrs for Christ. In Spain there is a custom of this being a day for pranks, the victims of which are called “inocentoes”.
Christmastide

The present church season is called “Christmastide” and extends until the season of Epiphany, which begins on 6 January. The word “mass” is used to mean a festival and “tide” is just an old way of saying time. So Christmastide is the time when we have a festival to celebrate Christ’s birth. Traditionally this covers the twelve days of Christmas, known to most people in New Zealand because of the song. As the first day of Christmas was Christmas Day, we are now at the fifth day of Christmas – the day to give your true love five golden rings, which your true love will really appreciate because you have given only birds for the last four days and she/he is thinking you are a bit unimaginative and has had to build an aviary (which will be far too small when you give her/him another 13 birds in the next two days!)
Oh, and did you know that yesterday’s gift was properly “colly” birds, not “calling” birds. Not related to a collie dog or a cauli-flower, a colly bird is a black bird. Colly is an Old English word for soot. (This intriguing, interesting and irrelevant information comes to us thanks to my teenage son who lives on the internet!) 

	Introduction / Summary
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Herod the Great 
73- 4 BCE

	Herod

Several of the kings who ruled over the Roman province of Judea were titled Herod. The one in our gospel reading today was known as Herod the Great. This Herod was not a pleasant character. Modern scholars have suggested that he suffered from paranoia. He certainly was insanely jealous. He had his wife, her mother, his eldest son and two other sons put to death. There was a saying that it was “better to be Herod’s pig than son”. So concerned was he that his death would not be properly mourned he ordered that a group of distinguished citizens to be slaughtered at the same time so that there would be a general outpouring of grief. Little wonder that such a man couldn’t countenance the idea of the birth of a rival king. 
Slaughter of the innocents

Bethlehem was a very small village and the death of infant children would have been devastating for all who lived there. However, given the size of the settlement, the massacre may not have been as widespread as some have supposed. There were probably no more than twenty male children two years old and younger living in the village. 
Weeping in Ramah
In telling this chilling story, Matthew quotes from Jeremiah 31.15 where Rachel, who was buried in Ramah, was mourning in her tomb. The reason for her grief was that the leading citizens of Israel were taken away into Babylonian captivity. Matthew relocates the text geographically and chronologically and says that it equally applies to the Bethlehem bloodbath.
In the archived Refresh section of the website you will also find a previous “10 Minutes on a Tuesday” resource for Year A - Christmas 1 - 06A (26 December 2010). Further lectionary based resources can be found on Bill Peddie’s blogsite.
I am taking some annual leave over January and I am grateful to Alan K Webster who will be preparing “10 Minutes on a Tuesday” on the next two Sundays, 5 and 12 January.

Andrew Gamman


	Preaching thoughts and Questions
GNT = Good News Translation of the Bible
	Church history is not always a happy tale. As well as the deeds of its shining luminaries there are many dark chapters. Perhaps none so much so as the Crusades.
800 years ago, what was known as the Children’s Crusade took place. More recent historians have explained that it was more than one crusade and it wasn’t just children - but behind the myths there is a truth that two youths drew to themselves large crowds including thousands of children.

Stephen of Cloyes, in France, was a peasant boy from a farm workers’ family. 

It is said he was twelve years old when, inspired by many wandering preachers, he believed he had been visited by Christ and told to capture Jerusalem. He was obviously an eloquent speaker and drew thousands with his preaching. Some 30,000 marched with him south through France on a Crusade which they believed would deliver Jerusalem to their innocence. The trek across France in itself was demanding and many died from hunger and exhaustion. When they arrived in Marseille on the Mediterranean coast they believed the Sea would open up before them. 

It didn’t. 

Hundreds were offered free passage on ships. They thought that they were off to the Holy Land but they were sold into slavery in Africa.

If that sounds grim, a second group inspired by young Nicolas in Germany set off across the Alps to Italy. Two out of every three of them died in the process. About 7,000 eventually arrived in Genoa. They were also faced by the barrier of the Mediterranean Sea. They waited for a miracle. 

It didn’t come.

Some stayed on and made Genoa their new home. Some, including Nicolas, set off to return to Germany. Nicolas died in his attempt to cross back over the Alps. 

Back home his father was arrested and hanged under pressure from angry families who had lost their children.

So why tell such a melancholy episode?

Isn’t it the season to speak of Joy and Peace? It’s the season to tell of the extra-ordinary star, the angel choir, the shepherds, the Magi and the miraculous birth.
There are two sides to the Christmas story – there is a side that parallels the Children’s Crusade. We don’t often tell it, but within the story there is also that which is cruel, macabre and the bitter.

When Herod realized that the visitors from the East had tricked him, he was furious. He gave orders to kill all the boys in Bethlehem and its neighbourhood who were two years old and younger—this was done in accordance with what he had learned from the visitors about the time when the star had appeared.

In this way what the prophet Jeremiah had said came true:

A sound is heard in Ramah, 
the sound of bitter weeping. 
Rachel is crying for her children; 
she refuses to be comforted, 
for they are dead.

Matthew 2.16-18 GNT

Isn’t it true of the whole of the story of Christ that it takes in both the wonderful and the bitter? It takes us to life’s extremities the joy and praise of the shepherds and angels and the massacre of the infants. The child carolling, who mistakenly sung, “Star of wonder, star of fright, star of royal beauty bright” sang better than she knew. Because the story has two sides for us too.

For many Christmas represents
· The wonder and excitement of children on Christmas morning opening gifts

· Families getting together and feasting

· Shopping for loved ones

· Feeling goodwill toward all

But those same events just highlight the emptiness and difficulty for others

· Of being alone and having no family with whom to join 

· Or, worse still, being part of a family whose members have fallen out with each other, 

· Or being with those who have alcohol issues and get-togethers are difficult or disastrous.

It is likely that all of us will know of situations where the Christmas season is difficult…
· Because this was the first Christmas since the marriage split

· Or since the death of a spouse

· Or since a loved one became over-taken in the blurry world of dementia

· Or since the accident

Many a grieving Christchurch or Auckland or mum could write her name in instead of Rachel

Rachel is crying for her children; 
she refuses to be comforted. 
The fact that others are also experiencing grief in this season is not comfort. It just adds to the sorrow. And when there are those around finding it to be a season of joy, it seems to sharpen the sense of inequality. And it is certainly no consolation at all to be told that such times of trial will serve to make us stronger. 

Rachel is crying for her children; 
she refuses to be comforted. 
The Christ story takes us to life’s extremities. It was never meant to be a nice and comfortable story. It reveals how God identifies with suffering and sinful humanity. And, through it, we learn that from the birth in a barn to the crucifixion at Calvary – Christ is there:
At the death of his friend, Lazarus – Christ is there

At the wedding feast In Cana – Christ is there

In joy and in grief – Christ is there

And often when pastors are called to people at these points of extremity we find that Christ is already there. Not infrequently we go straight from someone bubbling with joy to another laden with grief. Or from a wedding preparation to a family crisis. For each Christ is present. This is the story of the incarnation: Emmanuel – God is with us.
In our gospel reading Herod didn’t get to kill the Christ child. Not this time. But a few pages through the book, when Jesus was in the prime of his life, they arrested and crucified him.
And the gospel story goes on to tell of the triumph of the resurrection. And that the risen Christ now abides with us. That’s the heart of the Christmas message: Emmanuel, God is with us. That’s the also heart of the Calvary story: the risen Christ is with us.
So, may you be convinced this in this season that nothing can separate you from God’s love: 

Not hardship, distress or peril

Not joy, celebration or feasting

Nothing present and nothing yet to come

can separate you from the love of God in Christ Jesus.
Amen
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St Dismas
 
	St Dismas

According to a legend, that dates back to the fourth century Gospel of Nicodemus, Dismas was the name of the repentant thief who was crucified with Jesus. Dismas is recognised by the Roman Catholic Church as a saint and his saint’s day is 25 March. The town of San Dimas in California is named after him. The ancient record goes like this:
And one of the robbers who were hanged, by name Gestas, said to Him: If thou art the Christ, free thyself and us. And Dismas answering, rebuked him, saying: Dost not even thou fear God, who art in this condemnation? for we justly and deservedly have received those things which we endure; but He has done no evil. And he kept saying to Jesus: Remember me, Lord, in Thy kingdom. And Jesus said to him: Verily I say unto thee, that to-day shalt thou be with me in paradise.

From earlychristianwritings.com The Gospel of Nicodemus 
Several traditions surround Dismas (who is also known as Titus and Rakh). A century or two after The Gospel of Nicodemus,  The Arabic Gospel of the Infancy 
elaborated on the tradition of Dismas (who is called Titus in this record). This time we get the story of an earlier meeting between Christ and Titus (Dismas) when thieves sought to rob the Holy Family as they were fleeing from Herod and on their way to Egypt. In this story Titus had compassion for the Holy Family and protected them by paying his companion to keep silent about their presence when they ventured into an area where there were many thieves. Mary was grateful for this kindness. The child Jesus then predicted that Titus and his companion would be one day crucified with him in Jerusalem, and that Titus would precede him into Paradise:
….they came to a desert; and hearing that it was infested by robbers, Joseph and the Lady Mary resolved to cross this region by night. But as they go along, behold, they see two robbers lying in the way, and along with them a great number of robbers, who were their associates, sleeping. Now those two robbers, into whose hands they had fallen, were Titus and Dumachus. Titus therefore said to Dumachus: I beseech you to let these persons go freely, and so that our comrades may not see them. And as Dumachus refused, Titus said to him again: Take to yourself forty drachmas from me, and hold this as a pledge. At the same time he held out to him the belt which he had about his waist, to keep him from opening his mouth or speaking. And the Lady Mary, seeing that the robber had done them a kindness, said to him: The Lord God will sustain you by His right hand, and will grant you remission of your sins. And the Lord Jesus answered, and said to His mother: Thirty years hence, O my mother, the Jews will crucify me at Jerusalem, and these two robbers will be raised upon the cross along with me, Titus on my right hand and Dumachus on my left; and after that day Titus shall go before me into Paradise.

From newadvent.org The Arabic Gospel of the Infancy
See also the children’s section below


	Broader / Personal

Preparation
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	How the Grinch Stole Christmas (2000 - PG), with Jim Carey, brings alive the Dr Seuss book in a full feature movie. Carey plays the meanest creature alive (the kids love him). In so doing he attacks the consumerism associated with the season and is eventually redeemed by love. A good movie to introduce the idea that there is both a dark and light side of the Christmas story. 
Christian blues

African Americans made an art-form out of singing about their experiences of suffering. The “spirituals” are a particularly Christian form of this, but much of the “blues” in general has Christian overtones. The categories are broad and the songs are countless in number. 

A more recent example of the genre is “Hold me” off Glen Kaiser’s “Cardboard box” album (2011). Listen on YouTube. 

Or something really old like “Sometimes I feel like a motherless child” Listen to Jimmy Scott’s rendition. 

Or Blind Willie Johnson’s “Soul of a man” as covered by Canadian singer/songwriter Bruce Cockburn on his Nothing but a burning light album. (1992). Listen on YouTube
Or, if you’d like something more mellow, try “Till we get the healing done” off the Shades of Blue self-titled album (1994).


	Creativity /

Visual Aids


	Roll of newsprint prayer

This is prayer activity especially for the last Sunday of the year. Take a roll of newsprint and roll it out, down the aisle of the church. Distribute children’s felt pens and get people to write or draw their significant events of 2013. There will be highlights and lowlights. Suggest they include things like: a holiday, family births, engagements, weddings, illness, surgery, bereavements, employment changes, baptisms, confirmations, graduations, sporting or artistic achievements… or anything else that comes to mind.

When you’ve given everyone enough time, roll the newsprint up again with all the writing and drawing on it. Holding it under your arm in front of the congregation, pray, giving to God the year that has been. Praise God for all the times of celebration, joy and friendship. Pray for God’s healing for the hurts, difficulties and illnesses. Pray God’s comfort for the bereaved. 

(Churches often seem to have a supply of newsprint roll ends. If not, you can usually get them cheap from your local newspaper or, at greater cost, from places like OfficeMax)


	Music

AA:  Alleluia Aotearoa

CMP:  Complete Mission Praise
COC = Carol our Christmas
HIOS: Hope is our Song

FFS: Faith Forever Singing

MHB: Methodist Hymn Book
H&P: Hymns and Psalms

S1:  The Source

S2:  The Source 2

S3:  The Source 3
S4:  The Source 4

SIS: Scripture in Song
WHV:  With heart and Voice
WOV:  With One Voice

WOV = AHB
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	Hymns & Songs
A child was born in Bethlehem  COC 1

Always there’s a carol HIOS 6
A safe stronghold  MHB 494; H&P 661; CMP 2

Be still for the presence CMP 50; S1 47
Great is your faithfulness H&P 66; CMP 200; S1 138

Here is a night HIOS 57

In Christ alone S3 1311    
In heavenly love abiding MHB 528; WOV 504; H&P 678; CMP 331; S2 782

In this world of darkness WHV 25
It all depends on where I’m going FFS 39

Lully, lullay, you little tiny child (a 16th century English lament carol that focuses on the massacre of 

      the innocents. Free words and music from  Wikipedia)
Jesus calls us! O’er the tumult MHB 157; WOV 505; H&P 141; CMP 359

O love that will not let me go MHB 448; WOV 525: H&P 685; CMP 515; S2 917
Out of the storms FFS 53
Praise the Lord, you heavens adore him MHB 13; WOV 58; H&P 15; CMP 920

Rest of the weary MHB 101
Sisters and brothers HIOS 120

The steadfast love of the Lord SIS 414; CMP 666; S1 505

The wind blew keen AA 141

Though troubles assail (a John Newton hymn, not in any of the listed hymnbooks but words and music

      are available free from hymnary.org)
Through all the changing scenes of life MHB 427; H&P 73; WOV 30; CMP 702

Unto us a boy is born! King of all creation WOV 218; H&P 127; CMP 714
What a friend we have in Jesus MHB 538; WOV 165; H&P 559; CMP 746; S1 566

When the cares of life come S2 1055
Where the road runs out AA 156


	Prayers

	Collect

Radiant God, 

in Christ Jesus your light shines in our darkness, 

giving joy in our sorrow 

and revealing your presence in our loneliness. 

Fill our hearts with your light 

that in the darkness of this world 

our lives may shine with your eternal splendour; 

though Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
© The Methodist Worship Book (Peterborough, England: Methodist Publishing House, 1999

The wings of the morning
Reflection on Psalm 139

If I were to take the wings of the morning 
or dwell in the depths of the sea, 
you would be there surrounding me with your love; 
even when I lie in the grave you will still hold me.

You will never let me go.

There is no challenge, no experience, 
that will cause you to abandon me, 
or that we cannot overcome together, 
for I am made of you.

© Phil Dyer reproduced from Oh Light ed. Anna Gilkison (Lower Hutt, NZ: Disability, Spirituality & Faith Network, 2008) used with permission.
Psalm 148

Praise the Lord!
Praise the Lord from the heavens!

    Praise him from the skies!

Praise him, all his angels!

    Praise him, all the armies of heaven!

Praise him, sun and moon!

    Praise him, all you twinkling stars!

Praise him, skies above!

    Praise him, vapors high above the clouds!

Let every created thing give praise to the Lord,

    for he issued his command, and they came into being.

He set them in place forever and ever.

    His decree will never be revoked.
Praise the Lord from the earth,

    you creatures of the ocean depths,

fire and hail, snow and clouds,

    wind and weather that obey him,

mountains and all hills,

    fruit trees and all cedars,

wild animals and all livestock,

    small scurrying animals and birds,

kings of the earth and all people,

    rulers and judges of the earth,

young men and young women,

    old men and children.
Let them all praise the name of the Lord.

    For his name is very great;

    his glory towers over the earth and heaven!

He has made his people strong,

    honoring his faithful ones—

    the people of Israel who are close to him.
Praise the Lord!

Holy Bible. New Living Translation copyright© 1996, 2004, 2007 by Tyndale House Foundation.

Benedictions
For the God who walks on wounded feet and heals with 

wounded hands, for the God of imperfections, 

we go into this wonderful world, this imperfect world, to 

reflect God’s perfect love, and in so doing, 

claim what it is to be truly human.

© Rosalie Sugrue reproduced from Oh Light ed. Anna Gilkison (Lower Hutt, NZ: Disability, Spirituality & Faith Network, 2008) used with permission.
The peace of God which passes all understanding, 

keep your hearts and minds in the knowledge of the love of God, 

and of his Son Jesus Christ our Lord; 

and the blessing of God almighty, 

the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, 

be upon you and remain with you always.

Amen.

Based on Philippians 4.7


	Communal 

Sharing


	Thanks and praise

Give opportunity for anyone in the congregation to give public thanks or praise for some blessing that has occurred in the past year. For congregations that are not used to spontaneity, you may have to prime one or two people to get the ball rolling.

 

	Children
Ctrl+Click to follow links
[image: image6.jpg]



[image: image7.png]



[image: image8.png]



	There are several variations of a tradition that little spiders worked to hide the infant Christ from Herod’s pursuing soldiers. You’ll find one on Wikipedia and the story also features in a children’s book by Sigmund Brouwer. The following version comes from William Barclay and is retold in lovely manner that is most suitable for children. A plastic spider and a strip of tinsel would add a visual element to your telling of it.
When Joseph and Mary and Jesus were on their way to Egypt… as the evening came they were weary, and they sought refuge in a cave. It was very cold, so cold that the ground was white with hoar frost. A little spider saw the little baby Jesus, and he wished so much that he could do something to keep him warm in the cold night. He decided to do the only thing he could and spun his web across the entrance of the cave, to make, as it were a curtain there. 
Along the path came a detachment of Herod’s soldiers, seeking for children to kill to carry our Herod’s bloodthirsty order. When they came to the cave they were about to burst in to search it, but their captain noticed the spider’s web, covered with white hoar frost and stretched across the entrance to the cave. “Look,” he said, “at the spider’s web there. It is quite unbroken and there cannot possibly be anyone in the cave, for entering it would certainly have torn the web.”
So the soldiers passed on and left the holy family in peace, because a little spider had spun his web across the entrance to the cave. And that, so they say, is why this day we put tinsel on our Christmas trees, for the glittering tinsel streamers stand for the spider’s web, white with hoar frost, stretched across the entrance of the cave on the way to Egypt. It is a lovely story, and this much, at least, is true, that no gift which Jesus receives is ever forgotten.
William Barclay, The Gospel of Matthew Vol 1 (Edinburgh: St Andrew Press, 1982) p35
Prayer

Lord Jesus,

we thank you for the wonderful stories that surround your birth in Bethlehem.

Today we give you our hands to do the things you want us to do,
we give you our feet to go to the places that you want us to go,
we give you our minds to think the things that you want us to think,
and we give you our mouths to praise you.

Amen.
Given that the children’s programme is in recess in most churches at this time of year – you may want to follow up the story by setting up the following craft activity for the children to do in the pews or at the back of the church.
Make an egg carton and pipe-cleaner spider
You will need: egg cartons, pipe-cleaners, google eyes (from $2 Shop or Spotlight – if you can’t get the self-adhesive ones you will also need craft glue or double-sided tape.)

Prepare by cutting the egg carton into segments. Poke eight holes with a nail into each – four on one side and four on the opposite side. You may also have to cut down the pipe-cleaners to the right length for legs. 

The children assemble them, aiming to get something similar to the image on the left. A single pipe clear is threaded through two holes, one on each side of your egg cup, to make two legs. Make sure that they protrude equally on both sides before bending to make the knees and feet.

For the deluxe version you could add some felt pens into the mix (so the children can colour their spider before assembly) and a hole in the top though which elastic is strung to make a bouncing, hanging spider.
More lectionary based resources for children are available from sermons4kids.com . Scroll to the bottom of the page for a Children’s Worship Bulletin in MS Word. 



	PowerPoint
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	Christian art

The massacre of the innocents is well represented in Christian art, but may not be so appropriate for use in your worship service. However, more appropriate are paintings of the Holy Family’s flight to Egypt by:

· Giotto di Bodonne (1304-06)
· Lucas Cranach the Elder (1504)

· Peter Paul Rubens  (1614)

· and this stained glass window from Notre Dame de Paris Cathedral

· or Google images for Flight to Egypt
Flight to Egypt cartoon from cartoonsidrew.com 
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© 10 minutes on a Tuesday is a Refresh Resource. Unless otherwise acknowledged all material is prepared by Andrew Gamman. While every effort has been made to acknowledge source material, if you believe unacknowledged work has been quoted, contact the email address below to request that it be acknowledged or removed. Material included here may be freely used and reproduced for the immediate purpose of worship. Permission must be sought to republish in any form, or to reproduce for commercial gain. If you wish to share the content with others you may do so by linking through the NZ Methodist website. For more information on this and other resources, contact andrew@missionresourcing.org.nz or 09 525 4179 (w) 
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Mission Resourcing: Inspiring and resourcing our communities for a journey with Christ that enriches lives and relationships 
5
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