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Good News? 

A poem by Ursula Fanthorpe that imagines the wicked fairy coming to the manger after 

everyone else and offering her gift to the infant Jesus: 

No wife, kids, home; 
No money sense.  Unemployable. 

Friends, yes, but the wrong sort- 
The workshy, women, wimps, 
Petty infringers of the law, persons 

With notifiable diseases, 
Tax collecters, tarts; 

The bottom rung. 
His end? 
I think we’ll make it 

Public, prolonged, painful. 
Right, said the baby. That was roughly what we had in mind. 
 

Yesterday, 27 December, would have been the day when we celebrated one of our 2 patron 

saints – St John the evangelist) .  Yesterday we would have probably listened to that grand 

opening chapter of John’s gospel.  In the beginning was the word etc, including v5 ‘The light 

shines in the darkness and the darkness has not overcome it.’ That passage and others from 

our Christmas readings are full of light and joy.  Today’s gospel reading strikes a more sombre 

note.  Here we are, facing the darkness that our John has said the light will overcome.  Here 

we read of Jesus, just a toddler, narrowly escaping death. 

Matthew gives a clear hint of what lies ahead for this special toddler – persecution, execution 

(all set out in Fanthorpe’s poem).  But he also highlights the divine providence that enables 

Jesus to grow to maturity in spite of what was probably a high infant mortality rate and the 

random cruelty of king Herod. 

The deliberate targeting of children has a contemporary ring, whether it’s children taken from 

occupied parts of Ukraine to Russia, or those shot in Gaza, or massacred in the Sudan, or here 

in Reading, toddlers strapped in helplessly, crying in their buggies while parents pay rapt 

attention to their phones. 

Here, right at the beginning of Matthew’s gospel, we are reminded that children matter.  In fact 

in the early church the children murdered by Herod were regarded as the first martyrs, dying 

because of Christ Immanuel.  In spite of all we might say about valuing children, we often don’t 

take them seriously.  We see Jesus challenging that view when his disciples implied that Jesus 

was too important to be bothered with blessing the children that parents brought to him.  Jesus 

tells off the disciples ‘Let the children come to me.’ he says.  He also says that in order to enter 

God’s new world order (the kingdom of God’), we must become like little children.  (Mtt 19.13-

15).  Some of his harshest words are addressed to people who harm children; It would be 

better for them if a millstone was tied around their necks and they were thrown into the sea’, 

he says.  (Mtt 18.5-6) 

In spite of the Light having come into the world dark things still happen to children.  How do 

we deal with that?  Why do innocent children suffer or even die?  Matthew won’t be answering 

that question. His focus here is on how this toddler Emmanuel is kept safe by God in the face 

of so many dangers.  He wants to highlight that nothing will thwart God’s saving plan for us.  

Already Jesus has been saved from not having a foster Dad. If you remember, Mary’s fiancé 

Joseph nearly broke off their engagement when he discovered she was pregnant and not by 

him.  But in the end they did marry.  Then there was another hazard which we read about in 

Luke’s gospel with the couple needing to travel to Bethlehem when Mary’s baby was due and 



her then giving birth in a stable.  Now we encounter the threat of King Herod.  The politics then 

seemed to be as unstable and dangerous as now.  But look, Matthew seems to say, Jesus in 

his infancy might be vulnerable, but God is watching over him.  God has placed him in a family 

where his foster Dad is a righteous man.  This means he can recognise God’s guidance in a 

dream and take appropriate action, thus saving Jesus from Herod’s murderous plan.   

This is only the beginning of the opposition Jesus will face, opposition resulting eventually in 

his crucifixion; as set out bleakly in Fanthorpe’s poem.  But here, right at the beginning we are 

reassured that God is on his side, that good, that righteousness is on his side, and that 

ultimately the darkness cannot put out the light. It’s a counter to Fanthorpe’s poem which, of 

course, doesn’t mention the resurrection.   

We recently watched a documentary about the conclave when pope Leo was elected to follow 

pope Francis (not the film ‘Conclave’ starring Ralph Fiennes!).  There was some reflection on 

whom the cardinals might want as their next pope; ‘the person most able to seek the triumph 

of goodness’, said one.  

When I saw the gospel reading for today I thought, Oh no, here we are celebrating Light and 

joy at Christmas and then almost at once we have to be reminded of how dark our world is.  

And our news constantly highlights the darkness, the war, the abuse, the climate crisis, the 

ugly politics…..  But strangely perhaps for us what Matthew is recording here is, for him, good 

news.  His focus is on God’s providence. It’s what the cardinal at the conclave called ‘the 

triumph of goodness’. The name Jesus means ‘God saves’ and here we see God’s saving power 

at work as he navigates, if you like, the pitfalls of becoming a human being – Mary could have 

been engaged to someone who wasn’t a righteous descendant of David and who couldn’t 

recognise God’s voice in a dream; the wise men might have returned to Herod after seeing 

Jesus, but they didn’t, they too being alert to God’s guidance in a dream; Joseph might have 

stayed in Bethlehem, but he didn’t, again because he recognised God’s voice telling him to 

escape to somewhere safe.  And by referencing Egypt Matthew reminds us of God’s saving work 

in the past in his rescuing his people Israel from slavery in Egypt.  Look, Matthew seems to be 

saying, God has watched over his people Israel, and now he is doing the same with his beloved 

Son, determined that he should accomplish the task of saving us.   

Perhaps he might even be watching over us, over our world?! How does that sound, I wonder?  

It can be surprisingly hard for us to take seriously that God really is on the side of light 

overcoming darkness.  We can easily focus more on what’s wrong with the world, the darkness, 

than on the light.  This is a different world view from that of Matthew.  He was writing a gospel, 

good news, and he’s spelling it out right from the beginning.  God is with us, Immanuel, in 

darkness as well as light, in sorrow as well as joy.  Our choir sang a stirring carol about 

Immanuel last Sunday.  It included the declaration, ‘if God is with us who can be against us?’ 

This is not about ignoring the darkness or trying to avoid it.  The darkness, the suffering is real, 

but guided by God, like the wise men, like Mary, like Joseph we can play a part in ‘seeking the 

triumph of goodness’ wherever we are placed.  

The passage from Jeremiah about Rachel weeping for her children, that Matthew quotes, goes 

on to say, ‘Restrain your voice from weeping and your eyes from tears….for there is hope for 

your future’ (Jer,31,16-17).  Those first Jewish listeners of Matthew’s gospel would probably 

have known this ending to his quotation.  (cf Red sky at night….) 

Death doesn’t have the last word.  Fanthorpe’s poem needs to include resurrection.  ‘Immanuel.  

If God is with us who can be against us?’ 
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