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Christmas 2: The Return of the Refugee Holy Family from Egypt 
 
 Today, on this first Sunday service in the New Year, I feel a need to talk about prayer.  

 And this Sunday’s Gospel story about the Flight of Jesus, Mary and Joseph to Egypt, is a 
good jumping off point for prayer, particularly, for contemplative prayer, and even more 
particularly, for Ignatian contemplation.  

 All prayer is contemplation, but I’m talking about the type of prayer that is known as 
“imaginative prayer” or, as “Composition of Place.” 

 “Composition of Place” is what the Founder of the Jesuits, Ignatius Loyola, called this 
type of imaginative prayer. 

 Not that Ignatius invented this type of prayer, but he gave it pride of place in his 
Spiritual Exercises, because this was one of his favorite ways to help people to enter 
into relationship with God.  

 In Ignatian contemplation, you “compose the place” by imagining yourself in a scene from the 
Bible and then taking part in that scene 

 It is a way of allowing God to speak to us through our imagination. 

 When I first heard about this, I thought it was strange and probably dangerous 

 So, I’m going to use my imagination: Make things up in my head? Isn’t that what people 
do who don’t have a firm grip on reality? 

 When he was a young novice, Jesuit priest Jim Martin expressed those same doubts to his 
spiritual director1. 

 His spiritual director said, “Let me ask you a question. Do you think God can speak to you 
through your relationship with other people? Yes, certainly. 

 Through Scripture and through the sacraments? Yes, and Yes 

 Through your daily experiences, and through your desires and emotions. Yes, Yes, and 
Yes. 

 Do you think that God can communicate though what you see every day and hear and 
feel and even smell? Of course 

 Then why couldn’t God speak to you through your imagination? 

 As I think about our ability to imagine. Isn’t it a gift from God, like our intellect and memory? 

 And if it were a gift, why couldn’t it be used to experience God? 

 Using our imaginations isn’t so much about making things up,  

 Its more about trusting that our imagination can help to lead us to the God who created 
our imaginations 

 
1 See James Martin, S.J., The Jesuit Guide to Almost Everything 
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 That doesn’t mean that everything that we imagine comes from God, but it does mean 
that from time to time, God could use our imagination as one way of communicating with 
us.  

 Ignatius invites us to enter into the scenes of the Bible by contemplating the place…by 
imagining ourselves in the story with as much detail as we can.  

 The starting point is the five senses.  

 The first time I attempted this type of prayer was only a few months ago, in a podcast series 
by Jesuit priest Tucker Redding.  

 (The Podcast is called Imagine, and it changed the way I experience the stories in the 
Bible, and how I experience God.)2 

 But rather than talk about, let’s just do it. 

 Let’s just enter into a composition of place in the story of the Flight into Egypt. ] 

 

 Contemplative prayer is best done when you can set aside all distractions,  

 …Let’s take a moment to even the distraction of all the faces in this zoom broadcast. 

 I’m even going to pause recording this homily, because some might consider that a 
distraction as well.  

 Others might want to close their eyes 

 But first, let us begin with short breathing exercise 

 ` 

 [music ] 

 Breathe deeply. In and out. In and out.  Continue a few more deep breaths, in and out.  

 With each exhale, feel your muscles relax. Release any worries or anxieties that you may 
have in this moment. 

 Feel the presence of God around you and invite the Holy Spirit to join you in this 
time of prayer.   

 “Come Holy Spirit.  Be with us and guide us in our prayer. Help us to shut out all 
distractions and to see what you want us to see. Help us to trust in your guidance 
and to feel your presence. 

 [Music] 

 Mary and Joseph are setting out on their return trip from Egypt, their place of exile, to 
Bethlehem, from which they departed two years ago, as they followed the warning of an 
angel to Joseph in a dream  

 Joseph is preparing for the long journey back to Bethlehem. 

 He’s packing supplies on the back of the donkey 

 Take moment to picture him.  

 What does Joseph look like? (20) 

 
2 See https://bit.ly/2X83rsi for a link to this Podcast series 
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 Mary walks up to Joseph. She holds the hand of Jesus. What do they look like? 

 Watch, as the Holy Family departs on the long journey ahead of them 

 Join them on the road. (10 seconds). 

 The journey to Bethlehem is about 250 miles across the Sinai peninsula along the 
Mediterranean coastline 

 . It will take them along the desert wastes of the Sanai over the hills surrounding 
Jerusalem and on into Bethlehem.  

 Take a moment to picture the terrain. What do you see (20) 

 Continue walking with them. Feel the path beneath your feet (10) 

 Turn to Mary and talk with her. How are she doing? Does she need anything? (20) 

 Walk with Jesus. How is he doing? What does he think about this journey? Take a 
moment to talk with him and listen for a response. (20) 

 After a long day’s walk, the sun is beginning to set. It’s time to stop for the night. It’s gets 
cold during the night.  

 Help Mary and Joseph to build a fire and prepare for the night. (20) 

 Sit down with the family, by the fire. Hear it crackle. And feel its warmth (10) 

 Mary and Joseph talk with one another, and the child Jesus listens.  

 Listen.  What do they talk about? How do they interact with one another? (20) 

 They are all tired. There’s a long road ahead. So they all go to sleep. (10) 

 You lay down nearby and look at the stars in the sky.  

 Take a moment to think about this poor, ordinary, refugee family, chosen by 
God to take part in something new.  

 What does God want to tell you about them? (20) 

 Morning comes. Mary and Joseph wake up and prepare to leave.  (20) 

 Mary wakes Jesus, and once again, they continue on their journey.  (20) 

 After traveling for 20 days they look forward to resting again in Jerusalem.   

 But as they climb the Judean hills towards Jerusalem, other travelers warn them about 
Archelaus, the notorious and brutal son of Herod, who was now ruling in Judea.  

 On the last evening of their journey, they camped on a hill overlooking Jerusalem in 
the distance.  

 Look at Joseph. He smiles as he sees the city of David, the home of his ancestors. 
Mary is happy to see the long journey almost completed. Jesus asks how long it will it 
be before they finally get to Bethlehem. (15). 

 The next morning, listen to Joseph as he tells Mary and Jesus that he had another dream.  

 In this dream the angel warned the family away from Judea and to go another place,  90 
miles away, to a place in Galilee called Nazareth.  

 Walk with them as they turn their backs on Jerusalem and begin their journey to the 
north, many days away.(20) 
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 Joseph takes the lead, and you follow behind, along with Mary and Jesus.  

 As you walk, take a moment to speak with them. 

 Do you have any questions? 

 Is there something on your heart that you want to share? 

 Is there something they want to tell you? 

 Take a few moments to talk to them, and listen for their response.   

 Just a word about this type of prayer:  

 This kind of contemplative prayer is not always easy.  

 Sometimes you won’t be able to imagine every part of a contemplative exercise….and 
that’s OK 

 Don’t try to force the experience. See what comes to you and focus on that.  

 Sometimes the most impactful moment of prayer could be a small detail or an 
experience that you’ve never thought of before.  

 Sometime after your contemplative experience I encourage you to reflect on what stood out 
in your prayer.  

 What struck you the most?  What challenged you? Where did you sense God the most in 
your prayer? 


