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Christmas 1 /
Holy Innocents & 
The Pain of Loss
The Revd Walt Johnson

Introduction

The Sunday after Christmas is often a difficult one for pulpit-supply secretaries to fill, as many ministers and lay-preachers will be taking a well-earned rest after the busyness of advent and Christmas. This year, 28th December falls on a Sunday, and this date in the Church calendar is known as “Holy Innocents”, the occasion on which the Church recalls King Herod’s brutal slaughter of the children in Bethlehem under two years old, arising out of his paranoia that there might be a rival for his throne. For obvious reasons of its brutality, it is a part of the Christmas Story that does not find its way into the primary-school or junior-church Nativity plays. Some churches in various traditions have also embraced the marking of Holy Innocents as an opportunity for those to remember loved ones no longer with us, particularly the loss of children – in pregnancy, as infants, in childhood or adolescence; and many parents have lost adult children. And while Christmas-time is generally a time for merry-making and being child-centric, for the bereaved it can be a painful reminder. And our experience of loss extends beyond bereavement. Christmas-time can amplify the pain of unemployment, struggling with finances, loneliness, homelessness, loss of relationship, loss of friendship, coping with poor health and diagnoses. In summary, these worship notes might not offer a joyous service, but a range of resources and suggestions to mark the significance of this more difficult aspect of our human experience in our walk with God. You may wish to offer an opportunity in your service for those who wish to remember loved ones they miss this Christmas-time.  Maybe use small cards on which folk can write the name(s) of those they have lost, or burdens they are carrying. Maybe invite them to bring these names forward. Maybe have a table with tea-light candles and invite people to light one in memory of their loved ones.

Call to Worship 

Listen to these words of new life, as found in: the prophet Isaiah (9:6): “For a child has been born for us, a son given to us; authority rests upon his shoulders; and he is named Wonderful Counsellor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.” And in the Gospel of Luke (2:10-11): “The angel said… ‘Do not be afraid; for see—I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people: to you is born this day in the city of David a Saviour, who is the Messiah, the Lord.”

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.
The Light shines in the darkness…and the darkness will never overcome it! Our eyes see our salvation, which God has prepared in the presence of all peoples. The Light shines in the darkness…and the darkness will never overcome it!

Prayer of Approach

Loving God, 
we thank You that You sent Your son, Jesus, to be born as one of us.
As a frail and tiny baby, born in humble surroundings, 
He grew and lived our common life.
We thank You that in His life He met with people just like us.
We thank You for His obedience, even to His death on the Cross.
We thank You that through His resurrection and His glorious Ascension,
He opened for us the gate of glory.
We thank You for the gift of the Holy Spirit who speaks through Your holy Word, 
that we might be more and like Him.
We offer You our service today, as we lift our voices in song,
as we open our hearts and minds to Your Word, 
as we reflect on its meaning for us today.
We come to You as we are: with all we have and all who we are,
with our strength and with our frailty, with our joys and with our sorrows.
Thanks be to You, our Creator God. Amen.
 
Prayer of Confession 

Introduction

Jesus says to us: “Love the Lord Your God, with all Your heart, with all your soul, with all your mind, and with all your strength.” Jesus also says to us: “Love your neighbour as yourself”. We take a moment to reflect on those times when we have not loved God, when we have not loved others, and when we have even not loved ourselves…

Silence

Loving God, we confess that, in our own lives,
we do not always do what is right
or turn away from what is wrong.
Lord, have mercy…Christ, have mercy.

We confess that we live in a world
in which many are hungry - even for bread,
many are sad or hurt, and there is much that is unfair and unjust.
Lord, have mercy…Christ, have mercy.

We ask Your forgiveness,
we recognise Your mercy, and accept Your grace,
and we ask for courage to make a new beginning.
Lord, have mercy…Christ, have mercy.

URC Worship Book, 2nd Order of Holy Communion, 
adapted and with original material from Walt Johnson
Assurance of Pardon

Listen for the assurance of pardon, as spoken through the prophet Isaiah: 
“Behold, this is our God; we have waited for him, so that he might save us. 
This is the Lord for whom we have waited; 
let us be glad and rejoice in his salvation.” Amen.

Prayer of Illumination 

Lord Jesus, You who are the Word made flesh: 
You say to us: “What has come into being in Him was life, 
and the life was the light of all people.”
Lord Jesus, You say to us: “Because of the tender mercy of our God, 
the dawn from on high will break upon us, 
to shine upon those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, 
to guide our feet into the way of peace.” Amen.
 based on John 1:1,3b-4, Luke 1:78-79

Readings

Isaiah 63:7-9 & Jeremiah 31:15 | Psalm 148 | Hebrews 2: 10-18 | St Matthew 2: 13-23

This short reading from Isaiah comes from the third and final section of this Old Testament book (chapters 56-66), considered by scholars to be written after the Babylonian Exile and the challenges that those returning to Jerusalem would face in the rebuilding of their way of life. In this service, I am approaching this text alongside the short quotation from Jeremiah 31:15 relating to the mothers of the slaughtered infants of Bethlehem – they who refused to be comforted in their loss.  The Isaiah reading is positive and hopeful. Verse 7 offers the great gift of salvation whom we acknowledge in the birth of Jesus. Verse 8 recognises the pain of loss, alongside the gift of a saviour, and maybe offering a side-swipe at the deceitful Herod. In Verse 9, the reference to angels reminds us that the source of goodness and salvation is God, and not in the messenger. In our Gospel reading, the angels also have a key role to play in warning the wisemen, Joseph and the Holy Family. 




Psalm 148

As the book of Psalms draws to close, there are great hymns of praise. The focus of Psalm 148 is how all creation praises God. It is an echo of the created order we find in Genesis 1. The Psalmist begins with greater parts of creation (heavens, stars, moon and Sun) and then focuses on the details of creation (created creatures and humankind). Again, if we place our praise of God in all creation alongside our pain of loss, it is difficult to hold praise and pain in tension. Nonetheless, the Christmas story and the Birth of Jesus is key to the God’s Salvation narrative. We are part of God’s amazing creation. John 1:1-3 reminds us that Jesus was present, the Voice of creation. Psalm 148 echoes that.

Hebrews 2: 10-18

The writer of Hebrews offers us here a summary of who Jesus is – wholly divine and wholly human, a fact which this passage reminds us of throughout these few verses. Jesus is family – we are His brothers and sisters – and just as we might trust our human siblings, we can trust our divine brother Jesus. We are reminded that while there is a material world in which live and move, there is also a heavenly realm. The passage also reminds us of Jesus’ priestly role (just as the gift of the frankincense reminds of Jesus as priest), and that He is the sacrifice, the atonement for our sins. This short reading concludes with a reminder that Jesus is fully-human and lived our common life with its struggles and challenges. Jesus is in it with us!

St Matthew 2: 13-23

This Gospel reading is extremely familiar to us, but it is the one part of the Christmas story to which we give least attention, likely because its subject matter is difficult. It is not the universal U-certificate of the Nativity play. It contains the adult themes of tyrannical rule, extreme violence in the form of the slaughter of children/infants, fear, escaping as refugees into a foreign country. Luke’s Gospel focuses more on Mary’s side of the story, and much of it is cheery and positive; Matthew’s Gospel focuses more on Joseph’s side of the story, and it carries with it a darker tone. Should Joseph break off the arrangement? Who is the baby’s father? The family is in danger and must flee! King Herod (Herod the Great) reigned 37-4 BCE. He was installed by the Romans as a puppet king following their conquest and annexation of Judea. He was not a Jew; he was paranoid, terrified of anyone he suspected was a threat to his throne, including his own mother, wife, and sons. He exploited his people wish harsh rule and high taxes, mainly to rebuild the Temple. Herod was not just the baddie: he was a brutal murderer. No wonder that “all Jerusalem with him” (Matthew 2:3). We know the role of the wisemen: they journey westwards because they saw the star; then they visit Herod because they assume a king would be born in a king’s palace; they visit the Holy Family in Bethlehem and offer their three gifts; they go home by a different route. The ‘two-years-old’ is significant in some way. The Bible is silent on how long the Holy Family stayed in/around Bethlehem. Because of how we have received this narrative, we tend to assume it was 24 December to 6 January. Clearly, it was likely much longer.  A difficult theological point in this text is the foretelling of the slaughter in Jeremiah 31:15 (Matthew 2:18). How can we reconcile a loving God who foretells the murder of innocent children? This can lead our thinking into the ‘unfairness’ of life and the difficulties in reconciling God’s action and God’s inaction in the world. Why does God allow evil to happen?  The Lectionary texts together offer us reminder of who Jesus is – wholly divine and wholly human. The message at the heart of the Christmas narrative is that Jesus came as a baby, grew and shared our common life. In short, Jesus is in it with us! 

Making The Text Accessible to All

Losing is part of human life – many of the young people in our churches will also have experienced bereavement… a grandparent, a parent, a sibling, a friend, a pet…I suggested in the introduction including an opportunity for folk to name and mark their sorrow and loss through writing a name on a card or lighting a candle. Maybe re-using the candles used in the last week for carol services. Young people can readily be included in such an activity. The Gospel text also touches on the theme of those who become refugees and seekers of asylum. The Holy Family was forced to flee tyranny into Egypt. The parents of Bethlehem lost their children at the hands of a brutal dictator king. The news is sadly so full of stories where there is suffering around the world – parents lose their children of all ages. Young people are not ignorant of the news. This could be an occasion to recall the places around the world where children are suffering. Maybe a further opportunity to note these places, maybe light a candle, and definitely say a prayer.

Affirmation of Faith 

We believe in God.
Despite God’s silence and secrets, we believe that God lives.
Despite evil and suffering, we believe that God made the world,
so that all would be happy in life.
Despite the limitations of our reason, 	and the revolts of our hearts, we believe in God.

We believe in Jesus Christ.
Despite the centuries which separate us, from the time when He came to earth,
	we believe in His word.
Despite our incomprehension and our doubt, we believe in His resurrection.
Despite His weakness and poverty, we believe in His reign.

We believe in the Holy Spirit.
Despite appearances, we believe the Spirit guides the Church.
Despite death, we believe in eternal life.
Despite ignorance and disbelief, we believe that the Kingdom of God is promised to all. 
Thanks be to God. Amen.
 from Reformed Church of France’s Hymn Book “Alléluia” 
translated by Andy Braunston

Prayers of Concern

O God of justice and righteousness, 
we pray for Your broken world. 
For those where Christmas has not been a time of joy. 
For those affected by war and violence. 
O God of peace, we give thanks for our freedom 
and for those who work for peace and those who keep us safe.

O Lord, hear our prayer…and let our cry go unto You.

O God of compassion, 
we pray for all those who have lost their homes: 
for refugees and seekers of asylum, 
for the homeless in our own land. 
We pray for those organisations who open their doors 
and extend loving arms of welcome.
O God of tenderness and love, 
we remember those are affected by illnesses of body or mind. 
We pray for the bereaved, 
especially for those spending a first Christmas without a loved one. 
We give thanks and pray for those whom we love. 

O Lord, hear our prayer…and let our cry go unto You.

O God of Rachel, who refused to be comforted, 
we pray for those parents who have lost a child. 
Whether during pregnancy, or at birth; 
whether in infancy, in youth or in older age – Lord, have mercy.
O Father God, O God of Mary, 
You Who know what it is like to lose a child.

O Lord, hear our prayer…and let our cry go unto You.

O God of mission, we pray for Your Church. 
We pray for boldness and openness of heart to respond to Your Spirit’s calling. 
We give thanks for the life of Your Church. 
We pray for those hearing the Christmas story for the first time. 

O Lord, hear our prayer…and let our cry go unto You.

O God Incarnate,  who became as we are, 
we give thanks for the gift of Your Son, Jesus, 
as we recall and celebrate the story of His birth. 
We pray for ourselves and for our journeys of faith.
O Lord, hear our prayer…and let our cry go unto You.

Merciful God, accept these prayers, 
for the sake of Your Son, our Saviour, Jesus Christ, 
who was born, lived our common life, died for us 
and was raised to life! Amen.
 

Blessing

Thank you for joining in with our worship today. 
We commit You to the grace of God who welcomes all.
We commit You to the mercy of God – 
those who have followed, and those who have failed.
We commit You to the protection of God – 
who ever was, and who is, and who will always be.
We commit You to the love of God, our Creator, 
who made us in all our diversity and loves each one of us deeply.

May the Lord bless you and keep you.
May the Lord make His face shine upon you and be gracious to You.
May the Lord lift up the light of His smile upon you and give you peace. Amen.
 

	Suggested Hymns

	
	RS
	CH4
	StF
	MP

	Unto Us a Boy Is Born
	169
	331
	218
	714

	The Steadfast Love Of The Lord Never Ceases
	
	
	66
	666

	Who Can Sound the Depths of Sorrow?
	
	
	723
	766

	Father I Place Into Your Hands
	
	
	519
	133

	O Lord, My God (How Great Thou Art)
	117
	154
	82
	506

	Tell Out My Soul
	740
	286
	186
	631

	Comfort, Comfort, Now My People (Genevan 42)
	
	274
	
	

	Here in this place new light (Gather Us In)
	
	623
	
	

	See Him Lying on a Bed of Straw
	151
	310
	216
	589

	Before the World Began
	180
	317
	101
	

	Of The Father’s Love Begotten
	181
	319
	181
	

	When A Young Unmarried Couple (to once in Royal)
	
	
	220
	


RS – Rejoice & Sing | CH4 – Church Hymnary 4 | StF – Singing the Faith | MP – Mission Praise

Annie Lennox’s stunning version of the Coventry Carol is worth playing too. Walt also suggests Peace Child by Shirley Erena Murray © Hope Publishing Company, 1992 The lyrics and tune are available via the Hope publishing site. You can hear it here. A modern musical setting (copyright free) of Psalm 148 – a stunningly beautiful video presentation, sung in Hebrew with English subtitles can be found here.
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Poem – “Holy Innocents” (Christina Rosetti, 1 July 1853, public domain)

Sleep, little baby, sleep;
The holy Angels love thee,
And guard thy bed, and keep
A blessed watch above thee.
No spirit can come near
Nor evil beast to harm thee:
Sleep, Sweet, devoid of fear
Where nothing need alarm thee.
The Love which doth not sleep,
The eternal Arms surround thee:
The Shepherd of the sheep
In perfect love hath found thee.
Sleep through the holy night,
Christ-kept from snare and sorrow,
Until thou wake to light
And love and warmth to-morrow.
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