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…an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream and said, “Get up, take the 

child and his mother, and flee to Egypt, and remain there until I tell you; for Herod 

is about to search for the child, to destroy him.”  Then Joseph got up, took the 

child and his mother by night, and went to Egypt… 

                                                                               today’s Gospel from Matthew 

 

 

 

In medieval England the local church was seen as a place of sanctuary, a 

place of protection and physical safety.  Many parish churches and cathedrals had 

what was called a sanctuary knocker, which was usually a heavy metal ring on the 

front door, that a person on the outside could grasp and use to knock, alerting the 

monks inside that there was someone out front who needed the protection of the 

Church.  English common law afforded the Church the right to grant asylum day 

and night to anyone who needed sanctuary from a pursuer, even if the pursuer was 

an officer of the law.  As long as the seeker touched the sanctuary knocker, he was 

immune from arrest.  Once inside that person was offered clothing, bedding, food, 

and shelter at the church’s expense.  That refugee from danger would then have 

usually about a month in safety inside the church to iron out any differences or 

disagreements and reconcile with another person or with the law, or to make the 

necessary arrangements to escape the vicinity.  This provision of English common 

law was in effect until the year 1624 when it was abolished by Parliament as 
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medieval times were transitioning into the modern era.  I will leave it to you to 

decide if that decision was a progressive one or not. 

 I have used three terms just now in discussing the interaction of the Church 

and secular English law—refuge, asylum, and sanctuary.  The word “refuge” is of 

Latin origin and literally means “to flee back to” and in early medieval France and 

England took on the added meaning of “fleeing back to” for the purpose of taking 

shelter to be protected from danger.  Of course a person seeking refuge is a 

refugee.  The term “asylum” comes to us from the Greek and is literally translated 

“safe from violence.”  “Sanctuary” is from the Latin “sanctus” which translates 

“sacred” or “holy” as in the Sanctus of our Eucharistic Prayer, “Holy, holy, holy.”  

The meaning is clear.  Giving a person or people sanctuary, a place of refuge, 

asylum, and protection, is a sacred and holy thing to do. 

 “‘…take the child and his mother, and flee to Egypt, and remain there until I 

tell you; for Herod is about to search for the child, to destroy him.’  Then Joseph 

got up, took the child and his mother by night, and went to Egypt…”  My brothers 

and sisters, our Lord Jesus Christ was a refugee.  Our Savior sought asylum, 

needed protection, in a foreign land.  And 1300 years after his ancestors escaped 

slavery in Egypt under pharaoh, Jesus fled back to that now land of sanctuary.  The 

former oppressors of his people now allowed him and his family refugee status.  

They did a holy and sacred thing for their fellow human beings.  What would the 
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world be like today if they had not?  What if the Egyptians had refused admittance 

because of their selfish fear that he and his family might be trouble makers since 

they were on the wrong side of an evil and cruel king, Herod by name?  Never 

mind that they were fleeing their homeland to escape certain death.  Never mind 

that they were poor Palestinian Jews, not the more sophisticated Hellenized Jews 

and pagans of Upper Egypt.  Never mind that Egypt had plenty of their own 

abundance to offer.  Greed and self-centeredness did not rule their hearts.  

Fortunately these more modern reasons for refusing refuge to suffering people 

were not in vogue.  Fortunately for us 2000 years later, an ancient people 

understood and practiced “sanctus,” the holy, the sacred, sanctuary.  Did they 

know better than we, God’s commandment to God’s people in Leviticus, “…you 

shall not oppress the alien.  The alien who resides with you shall be to you as the 

citizen among you; you shall love the alien as yourself, for you were aliens in the 

land of Egypt.” 

 Where might we be called as latter day Christians to practice sanctuary?  Are 

there political refugees in foreign lands who are fleeing war and death who need a 

place of safety just to stay alive?  Are there people abroad and in our own region 

and country who are fleeing economic or political repression who need an asylum 

of caring?  Are there Americans without sufficient food and shelter who would 

benefit from protection from want?  Are there people among us seeking to escape 
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chronic illness, both physical and mental, but adequate health services are not 

available to them?  They are shut out?  Refugees of all stripes need our help, but 

pity only doesn’t get the job done.  “Sanctus” is normally thought of as a noun or 

adjective, but I wonder if our Lord would propose we make it a verb, an action 

word.   

 May I share a prayer written by scholar and poet John Philip Newell? 

Lover of the poor, 

defender of the needy, 

 sanctuary of the rejected: 

for those who suffer injustice today, 

for men and women who cannot provide food for their families, 

and for whole communities who fear today and have no hope for tomorrow, 

we offer the longings of our hearts in prayer. 

We seek for them, O God, the gifts that are dear to us: 

food for the table, 

drink for the soul, 

shelter for the night 

and open arms to welcome us. 

 

You have taught us, O Christ, to love our neighbor as our self. 

You have taught us to see our neighbor as part of our self. 

Let us see ourselves in those who are hungry. 

Let us see ourselves in those who are frightened. 

Let us see ourselves in one another and in every creature. 

 For you have taught us, O Christ, that we are one body. 

 

 May we want to be and strive to become as those ancient Egyptians who 

gave asylum to our Lord.  May we want to be and strive to become as those 

medieval churches that enabled refuge for those in need.  May we want to be and 

strive to become sanctuary, a holy place for refugees.   AMEN. 


