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GOING DOWN TO
EGYPT

JUDY A. JOHNSON

When [ was growing up—in an-
other time, place, and religious
denomination—I always enjoyed
participating in our annual
Christmas pageant. It offered a
chance for unusual equality be-
tween the sexes; Mary had no
speaking lines, but neither did
Joseph. Actually, Joseph has no
direct speeches within the entire
birth narrative in Matthew. We
are privy to his thoughts, but he
never speaks—not to Mary, nor
to the angel, his son, the magi,
or the shepherds. His role is not
to make speeches, but to imple-
ment what an angel of the Lord
reveals in his dreams. Those
commands he received were
more than a little odd: to marry
a woman carrying a child he
knew wasn't his; to protect
Mary and the Child from harm
by going to Egypt; to return
later to Israel.

Through his obedience, Joseph
incarnates the will of God just
as surely as Mary does. Reading
the narrative this year, however,
I wanted Joseph to protest,
“Egypt! We can’t go to Egypt!
That's the land of bondage.

They used to kill our baby boys

there!”

But he doesn’t say anything, just
heads south with Mary and Jesus.
Luke tells us that Mary “kept all
these things and pondered them
in her heart.” [ can't help feeling
that Joseph was doing some
pondering of his own.

The more I considered the odd-
ity of Egypt as a place of sanctu-
ary, the more it seemed fitting.

Part of Matthew's agenda is to
show Jesus as the promised
Light of the Gentiles, the fulfill-
ment of Hosea's text, “Out of
Egypt I have called my son.” Be-
yond that intention, however,
the journey to Egypt seems in

harmony with other biblical rexts.

God promises in Joel 2:25, “And
I will restore to you the years that
the locust hath earen.” Did Jesus’
presence in Egypt somehow right
the ancient imbalance created

during the plagues when locusts
devoured the crops!

God redeems not only our pre-
sent moment, but also our past,
individually and collectively.
We all have our own Egypts,
places of unspeakable pain
awaiting redemption. Some-
rimes, however absurd the call
seems, we may be asked to re-
visit those places.

This divine redemptive activity,
perhaps symbolized by the
Flight to Egypt, gives me hope
for those times when God asks
me to do something that runs
counter to my own understand-
ing. It offers faith, too, for
women, children, and men who
have known social and political
oppression. [t suggests a healing
future for a nation still carrying
wounds from conflicts more
than a century and a half old. It
hints at a world that will some-

day be fully renewed.

Although my traveling plans
don’t include a trip to Egypt, I've
noticed that God rarely consults
my itinerary. I choose to believe
that sometimes the places of our
greatest hardships become the
lands of our deepest joys.
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