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The first trip to Egypt recorded in the bible is found in Genesis 12.  In response to God’s command, Abraham and his companions leave their home in Ur to set out for an unknown land that God will give to them.  As they pass through Canaan at Shechem God speaks again and tells Abraham that this is to be home for him and his descendants.  Abraham pitches his tent, sets up an altar, and offers a sacrifice to the God who has brought him to this place in safety after an incredibly long, difficult journey.  Then, in verse 10, something completely unexpected happens.  Abraham, who has been given the land by God, leaves: “There came a famine in the land, so severe that Abraham went down to Egypt to live for a while.”    

As Abraham comes to Egypt he realizes that this place of refuge is also a place of inherent danger.  He recognizes that his wife, Sarah, is a beautiful woman and surmises that the locals will want to kill him so that she can be theirs.  So Abraham suggests to Sarah that she say she is his sister (and there is some truth to this because Sarah in fact Abraham’s half-sister).  This rouge will ensure Abraham’s safety because the Egyptians will not hurt the ‘brother’ of the woman they desire.

Well, it indeed goes as Abraham suspects.  The Pharaoh takes Sarah into his household, essentially living with her as man and wife.  Abraham prospers in Egypt, coming to possess livestock and servants.  But God, displeased with the arrangement, visits a plague on Pharaoh’s house (the text - while not specific - makes a mild suggestion that the household becomes afflicted with a genital disease).  Pharaoh uncovers Abraham’s deception and sends Sarah and him packing.

God and Abraham interact several times in the succeeding chapters and then, in Chapter 15, while making a covenant, God says to him:

“Know this for certain, that your descendants will be aliens living in a land that that is not theirs; they will be slaves, and will be held in oppression there for four hundred years.  But I will punish that nation whose slaves they are, and after that they shall come out with great possessions.” 
(15:13-14)  

This brief episode foreshadows the much larger, more complex narrative that unfolds three generations later when Abraham’s great-grandson, Joseph, is sold into slavery by his brothers and eventually ends up in Egypt.  Joseph’s fortunes rise and fall while in there, and eventually he comes to interpret the Pharaoh’s dreams: there will be seven years of bountiful harvest followed by seven years of severe famine.  The Pharaoh empowers Joseph to nationalize all food production, creating great storehouses of reserves during the period of abundance.  

When the famine sets in, people from all over the Eastern Mediterranean region travel to Egypt looking for supplies, which allows the Pharaoh (and Joseph) amass incredible wealth.  Desperate for food, Joseph’s brothers also travel to Egypt and there are reunited with the sibling they treated so harshly.  All is forgiven and Joseph implores his brothers to move to Egypt in order to make it through the lean times.  

You know how the story unfolds, just as God told Abraham it would.  With the passage of time, what seems to be a blessing becomes a curse.  Abraham’s offspring in Egypt are forced into slavery, eventually to be delivered by God through Moses after a series of plagues.

In today’s gospel reading, we come across the story of the Holy Family’s flight to Egypt, an event only recounted by Matthew.  This journey was undertaken because of political persecution (Herod’s murderous slaughter of innocent children), not famine.  And unlike the two stories from Genesis, God actually directs Jesus’ father to take the infant and his mother there.  

In recent years there has been a resurgence of interest in this period of Jesus’ life.  While there is only one mention of it in the bible, sources beyond scripture are abundant – most are of dubious historical value, but still useful.  The family apparently stayed in Egypt as little as three years to as much as fourteen years (the later number attested to in the Koran).  Today, Egypt is rich with shrines and legends that trace the potential route the family may have traveled.  There is stone said to bear the footprint of Jesus, a stooping palm tree said to have bowed in homage when the infant passed, and a cave said to have been the family’s home while they lived in Egypt.  

The family’s story differs from the two in Genesis in that no misfortune falls upon them, no plague is inflicted on the locals, and no drama is involved in the Exodus.  The text says simply that an angel told Jesus’ father that is was safe to return home.  

There is something spiritual and universal in the experience of going to ‘Egypt’ and being called ‘out of Egypt.’  Egypt represents that place we go when we are afraid.  For Abraham and for Joseph’s brothers, its promise of a quick fix hides its hidden challenges and dangers.  What seems like such an easy way out and what appears to be a deal too good to be true eventually sours.  When you run from the bully into the protective arms of a monster… well, in time things will go from bad to worse.  Out of the frying pan and into the fire… the snare… this is one way we experience ‘going to Egypt.’  Thanks be to God that God always calls us out of such places.  There will always come a time of Exodus, a way of deliverance.  That path ‘out of Egypt’ will not be easy, but it will be directed by God’s providential care.

The other way we can experience ‘going to Egypt’ is as the Holy Family does, as a refuge.  It is the place of safety to which God directs us when life is full of great risk.  There is always a protective place and posture that will ensure our safe passage through troubled times.  This is what Egypt was for the boy Jesus.  It was a place where He could grow and heal and be and build apart from extraordinary threat and violence.  When He was called out of Egypt it was to reenter a world that was safer than it had been before and He moved into that world as one who was strong and ready for the challenges it posed.

When have you gone to Egypt the snare?  Two common ways people do this today are through unhealthy relationships and through financial mismanagement.  Do you know someone who has believed that the wrong person will make everything right in their life?  Have you ever known someone who has spent himself into financial bondage, lured by the promise of more and more possessions?  These are just two of many ways we can walk into the snare.  How have you been called out of this kind of Egypt?  

And when have you gone to Egypt the refuge?  For some church is this place, for others it is prayer, for others it is a close, trusted, confidential relationship.  Where or with whom is it safe to be and to be you?  How have you been called out of this place better prepared to engage the world?

And here is just one more question: what does it say that when God became human flesh in the person of Jesus, God had to go to ‘Egypt’ and then be called out of it?  It tells me that ‘Egypt’ is a universal and necessary experience.  It is a place we wish did not need to exist, but thank God it does.  And it tells me that when we go there beneficial things take place.  We gain strength and wisdom in the refuge, and learn how to acknowledge our folly in snare.  We learn how to turn to God for guidance and for release, for insight and for forgiveness.  Whatever happened to Jesus during the early years of His life in Egypt, it became an essential part of who He was in His later years.  We too are shaped for service in God’s kingdom by our going to and be called out of Egypt. 

