PAGE  
6

HOME BY ANOTHER WAY
Matthew 2:1-12; Isaiah 60:1-6

A sermon preached at First Presbyterian Church by Carter Lester on

January 8, 2012


I would like to take a quick and unscientific survey this morning.  Raise your hand if you still have your Christmas decorations up.  Of the rest of you, raise your hand if you took down your directions yesterday like we did.  Raise your hands if you took down all of your Christmas decorations by January 1.

This past Friday, January 6, was Epiphany, a feast day that is older than Christmas itself.  Among other things, Epiphany marks the visit of the magi to see the infant Jesus.  For many centuries the celebration of Christmas began on December 25 and went to January 6.  These are the 12 days of Christmas that we sing about in the famous song.  

Of course, times are very different now.  We are used to seeing Christmas decorations go up in the malls not long after Halloween, and most of us decorate our homes not long after Thanksgiving.  By the time January comes around many of us are ready to move on.   And so, in discovering that the reading for today is the story of the magi in Matthew 2, you may well wonder: what are they still doing here?

The answer lies not just in the desire to follow a church calendar out of step with the calendars of the malls and our homes.  The fact is the messages of Matthew 2 are applicable all 12 months of the year, but especially in our Januaries as we return back to our routines of work, school, and home.  Let us look again at Matthew 2.


We begin first with the visitors from the East.  What do we call them?  We certainly hear them called many things – kings, wise men, magi.  Magi is the actual Greek word used in the text – and it is one that has entered our English dictionaries.  
In any case, they are not kings – despite the carol most of us grew up singing: “We Three Kings of Orient Are.”  There is nothing in this text to suggest that they are kings.  We have to look elsewhere to find kings in Matthew 2.  

First, there is King Herod.  Herod is actually not the name of a particular ruler but of a ruling dynasty.  The Herod mentioned here was the most powerful of all of the Herod rulers and was called Herod the Great.  He ruled nearly 35 years in Palestine and was a great builder of fortresses, palaces, and the Temple in Jerusalem.  Herod was also a suspicious and cruel ruler, famous for having a wife, mother-in-law, and three of his sons executed, lest they somehow pose a threat to his rule.  Herod is scared, Matthew tells us, when he hears that would-be king has been born.  And later in Matthew 2, we learn that Herod goes off on a violent rampage to cut off the life of this king before he can grow up and present a threat.  From the very beginning we see that the powers of the world feel threatened by the one they cannot control or dominate.
Herod is the king that the world recognizes.  But of course there is another king here – the true king, Jesus.  Yet there is nothing “kingly” about him.  He does nothing here – there are no signs of extraordinary maturity or power by the infant Jesus.  He is helpless and dependent on his parents like all other infants.  And he is not born in a royal palace in Jerusalem.  Instead, he is born to peasant parents in Bethlehem.

And yet He is the one whose birthplace is marked by the star.  He is the one to whom the magi bring their gifts and offerings, the one to whom they bow in homage, the one who alone is the source of the “overwhelming joy” that the magi experience when they see Jesus.  The magi are not kings – but they have met the true king, and it is a meeting that they will never forget.
The other words we often use to describe the magi are “wise men.”  But that term is also misleading.  The real “wise men” here are the chief priests and scribes that Herod assembles to find out where the Messiah must be born.  The magi know something big is happening from their understanding of astronomy, but they need the Scriptures to fully understand what they are seeing.  

And the learned men that Herod assembles are indeed wise enough to get it right: they understand from the prophecy of Micah that the Messiah is to be born in Bethlehem.  But then the wise men of Jerusalem prove that you can “know your Bible and miss the Messiah.” (Tom Long)  Something momentous may be about to happen, but these wise men are not smart enough to get up from their seats.  They prefer to stick close to home in Jerusalem rather than venture the nine miles to Bethlehem. 

If not kings or wise men, who then are these magi – other than being perhaps the only men in world history willing to stop and ask for directions?  We might call them astrologers, but only if we understand that astrologers then were more like astronomers and scientists than soothsayers.  Or we might call them strangers and outsiders.  They are foreigners who come from the East – probably the land of Persia, what is now Iran.  And they are Gentiles, strangers not only to Jesus’ land but also to his religion.  Their presence at the beginning of Matthew’s gospel reminds us that Jesus has not just been sent by God to save the Jews; he has been sent to save the world.  

The magi are an example of the boundless grace of the gospel that knows no borders.  But they are also more than that.  In contrast to Herod and priests and scribes summoned by Herod, these magi offer us an example of how we might discover the truth and joy for which we hunger – not just at Christmas, but throughout the year.
First, they are looking for what is important.  We are not told why, but they are looking for the king of the Jews.  Somehow they know that this king of the Jews is not like other kings, and so they go in search of him.  Others, like Herod, might seek power or status or wealth.  But not the magi, they know that there are more important things in life.  
Others, like the priests and scribes, might seek knowledge as an end in itself, but the magi know that “we can get straight A’s but flunk life.”  (Walker Percy).  Knowledge is important but only as a means to the greater end of truth and joy.  The magi’s journey,  first to Jerusalem, and then to Bethlehem, shows us that there is an indispensable place for the study of Scriptures – for as John Calvin once put it, the Bible is like a pair of spectacles that enable us to see more clearly.  We are wise when we read the Book in order to read life.
What about us?  What are we searching for?  Is our quest for money or status or power or knowledge?  Do we think that any of those will help us discover the “overwhelming joy” the magi discover?  Do we think that family or friends or career can satisfy by themselves the hunger and thirst that we have, or do we understand that all of these important but lesser loves must be grounded in the One who is the true Source and Protector of all love?

Second, the magi know that what they seek is so important that they are willing to leave home and go on a journey, to travel from the known into the unknown.  Herod and the scribes are not willing to do so.  Though only 9 miles from Bethlehem, they prefer to stay behind the palace and temple walls in Jerusalem, leaving the magi to go on alone.
The great psychologist Abraham Maslow once wrote that we human beings are often caught between our joy and our fear: “Every human being has both sets of forces within.  One set clings to safety and defensiveness, hanging on to the past, moving in a backward direction, afraid to grow, afraid to take chances, afraid to jeopardize what one already has…And the other set of forces impels us forward.”  (Toward a Psychology of Being).  Maslow didn’t know it, but the set of forces that impels us forward is the Spirit, the same Spirit that impelled the magi forward.

The question for us is: are we willing to step out and travel into the unknown to follow the beckoning hand of God?  Or will we stay we are, merely thinking about faith and talking about love?  Are we willing to take risks so that we can discover what cannot be discovered unless we travel some distance?  Or will we let ourselves be pushed back by the forces of fear?  Is our need to have life predictable and to maintain the illusion that we can be in control so great that we are unwilling to embark on an adventure that is unpredictable and means giving up control?
Third, the magi are willing to seek guidance along the way.  The magi could not have found Jesus if they first did not ask for directions in Jerusalem.  And then later, they would have walked into disaster if they had not listened to the Spirit speaking in a dream and avoided meeting Herod again.
None of us, not even the smartest or best of us, can know it all.  We all need to stop and ask for directions and guidance.  We all need to be listening and open to learning.  Sometimes we listen directly to God through the Bible and prayer.  Other times, God may speak to us indirectly through other people.
In any case, none of us is strong enough to do it on our own; we all need assistance when it comes to living the Christian life.  That is why God calls us to be part of the body of Christ, to live in community.  Recognizing our dependence on God and on others is not a sign of weakness; it is a sign of faith and of wisdom.  After all, it is not only the magi who are dependent on others.  So even is God’s son, the baby Jesus.

Finally, the magi return home, but they “go home by another way.”  Sometimes our quest for God, sometimes our calling from God will lead us to new and strange places.  And sometimes, that quest and calling will lead us back home, back to the familiar, but by another way.  Sometimes our address will be changed, and sometimes we will remain right where we are.  But either way, we will be changed - because the life touched by God cannot remain the same.  Perhaps we will discover joy following the call of God in a new direction; or perhaps we will find it right here in the midst of our daily routines.  It is all a matter of looking for the joy that God wants to tuck inside our days if we but have the eyes to see and the courage to follow.

In his long poem, “For the Time Being,” W.H. Auden describes the post-Christmas mood we often have: “Well, so that is that…we’ve gotten through Christmas once again, perhaps in spite of ourselves…Once again as in previous years we have seen the actual Vision and failed to do more than entertain it as an agreeable possibility.  So, it’s back to the old world we left behind for just a bit on Christmas Eve, and perhaps that makes us weary.”  That weariness is what comes from following the path of Herod and the scribes.

But then Auden goes on to describe what it is to follow the path of the magi:

“He is the Way.  Follow Him through the Land of Unlikeness; You will see rare beasts, and have unique adventures.

He is the Truth.  Seek Him in the Kingdom of Anxiety;  You will come to a great city that has expected your return for years.

He is the Life.  Love Him in the World of the Flesh; And at your marriage all its occasions shall dance for joy.”

