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Why Do You Follow?
Isaiah 60:1-6, 19-22; Matthew 2:1-12

Since the first episode of Candid Camera aired over 65 years ago,
people around the world have gathered in front of television screens to laugh
at poor souls who are confounded or startled by contrived dilemmas and
surprising situations.  There have been dozens of variations and copy cats of
the show, and some have even given it the credit, or blame, for laying the
foundations for our current landscape of reality television, but whatever you
think of the format, it seems clear that there is something about human nature
that we are fascinated by other people's embarrassment, or even their pain. 

One of the current, and more thought-provoking and redeeming,
versions of the genre is the ABC show "What Would You Do?" hosted by
John Quiñones.  On the show, actors are placed in public places to confront
passers by with moral dilemmas while television cameras record their
reactions.  Unknowing participants are faced with questions such as what they
would do if they saw someone stealing a wallet from a purse left in a grocery
cart, if they noticed someone in need of assistance, or if they witnessed a
parent neglecting their child.  

On a recent episode, an actor with Downs Syndrome was bagging
groceries at a store checkout while another actor portrayed a customer who
complained to the cashier as well as other customers about how slowly he
was working, saying he couldn't believe the store would employ "people like
him," and calling him stereotypically offensive names, making the remarks
both under his breath and loudly enough for the young man to hear.  The
experiment involved various combinations of people, checking to see if those
standing by would respond differently if the rude customer were a man or a
woman, or were young or old.  Although women were more likely than men
to speak up to defend the young man with Downs Syndrome, most of the
customers simply ignored what was happening, and those who did say
something tended to urge the offensive person to be more polite rather than
make a strong defense of the bagger or to address him directly.  

Most of them, that is, until the man who came from the back of the store
and asked that the rude customer be thrown out of the store.  He not only
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called out the person for the terrible things he was saying, he also went to the
young man, put his arm around him, and asked if he were okay.  He told him
that he was doing a great job and offered other reassuring words.  This
customer was deeply and visibly shaken by the whole experience.

When John Quiñones came out from behind the scenes to reveal the
scheme, he asked the usual question, "Why did you respond the way you
did?"  The man replied that speaking up was the right thing to do, that no one
deserved to be treated that way.  But the host pushed the man a bit more, 
"Why do you think you were willing to speak up when no one else would?" 
With tears in his eyes, the customer told the story of his sister who has Downs
Syndrome and how often he has seen her hurt by other people's harsh words. 
The man risked speaking up and standing alongside the young man being
ridiculed because he had first-hand knowledge of what he was going through. 
He stood alongside him because someone he loved had been where the
young man was, and he could identify with his situation.  He was willing to risk
so much because he understood well how much was at stake.

  When I read Matthew's telling of the visit of the wise men, I can't help
but wonder what prompted them to risk all that they did to make their journey. 
Why would they go to such expense of time and resources, possibly even
personal safety, to bring gifts to a child so far away to whom they had no
obvious connection?  Because the story has become such a familiar part of
the pageantry of our Christmas traditions, we may miss the unusual nature of
their visit and the extraordinary lengths to which these wise men went to
respond to the sign of the Christ child's arrival.

Even though we have long understood that the wise men or Magi
couldn't have found Jesus for many months, if not closer to two years, after
his birth, many of us probably have a creche, much like the one displayed
here in our own sanctuary, which depicts the holy family, animals, an angel,
shepherds, and the Magi side by side.  I have heard of families who place the
Magi somewhere else in the house during the Advent and Christmas seasons,
even starting at the far end of the house and moving them a bit closer each
week, until Epiphany, which we will celebrate next Sunday.  But even if we
correct the timing, we still need a bit of detective work as well as the
imagination of the tradition, in order to reconstruct the story.

So much has been added to this story by both scholarship and tradition
that the details we now accept as fact embellish Matthew's simple story
almost beyond recognition.  Because Matthew reports that the visitors brought
gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh, we have assumed that there were three
of them, even though the text does not say how many there were.  The three

2



were eventually viewed as kings, probably because of the link between
Matthew's story and today's Old Testament passage from Isaiah 60: "Nations
shall come to your light, and kings to the brightness of your dawn."  Later they
were given names: Melchior, king of Persia; Gaspar, king of India; and
Balthasar, king of Arabia.  Still later some identified them as descendants of
Shem, Ham and Japheth, the progenitors of the three races of humankind. 
Such pious enhancements are interesting and may help us to attain a certain
pageantry in the Christmas season, but they certainly go well beyond what we
are told in the text.

Looking closely to try to uncover the details in this story can become
confusing, but what if we were to take a step back instead?  What if we back
away from the details just a bit to take a broader view of how this story of the
Magi fits into the larger context of the Christmas story and the life of Jesus? 
What we find is that these few verses about these exotic characters can have
a deep influence on our understanding of the coming of Christ.

The Israelites were looking for a Messiah who would come in heroic
fashion to save them from Roman occupation and re-establish a powerful
Hebrew nation, perhaps a strong monarch or military leader, so when Jesus
was born to common parents in a modest stable in the insignificant town of
Bethlehem, how were people to know that the Messiah had come in such an
unexpected fashion?

Luke's account tells us that the good news of the birth first came to
those of even more humble origins.  We know the story of how the shepherds
were the first to learn the news because of the angel's proclamation.  More
than likely, the shepherds were Jews but were citizens of lowly status,
probably uneducated, poor, and certainly not influential.  Even though Luke's
account says they spread the word concerning what had been told them
about the child, we cannot imagine that their reports had much of an impact
on the sleepy town of Bethlehem, much less the rest of the Jewish world.

Then Luke tells us that eight days later, Jesus was presented at the
temple for his circumcision.  The prophets Simeon and Anna, both devout
Jews who prayed and fasted according to the Law and knew of God's promise
to send a Messiah to redeem Israel, were in the temple that day, and both
recognized Jesus as the fulfillment of God's promise.  After this encounter,
Anna also spread the good news about the child.  Perhaps her witness
influenced some within the religious community in Jerusalem but would still
have been confined to a fairly small circle within the Jewish community.
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But then Matthew reports that it was not only those who were part of the
inner circle of the Jews who responded when they learned of the good news
of Christ's coming.  Matthew's Gospel tells us of the visit of the Magi, these
mysterious characters from far away lands who seem a bit out of place in this
otherwise quaint story about a baby who would reportedly rescue his own
people, the Israelites, from their political plight.  It makes sense why, as we
read a few verses later, King Herod would have been concerned about the
birth of Jesus, since a new leader for the Jews might mean a threat to his own
power, but why would these astrologers, these kings not only from distant
lands but also from pagan cultures, be interested in the birth of a child who
might one day become a leader for a relatively insignificant group of religious
zealots in this obscure part of the world?  Because even these foreign
stargazers recognized that the child Jesus was something far more than that. 
They obviously knew something of the Jewish expectation of Messiah before
they arrived.  After all, they told Herod that they had come to pay homage to
the king of the Jews.  In all their studies, they had read the Hebrew prophets,
but what was it about that star that moved them from their homes to travel
thousands of miles to worship someone else's Messiah?  What was it that
caused them to follow?

We may never know exactly what it was about that star on that night,
but we can be sure that whatever it was, the Magi were certain that this baby
was more than just a local hero, a tribal warrior, or a provincial king.  The
Magi recognized that they, too, should offer their gifts and worship him
because he was also their hope and salvation.  He was the Word of God for
all time and for all people.

Jesus' own people would have a difficult time with this message
throughout his ministry, as most of them would ultimately reject him in their
continued search for  a Messiah who would fit their expectations and desires. 
But as we will also see in many other examples throughout Jesus' life and
ministry, we find here in the contrasts between the stories of the shepherds,
the encounters in the temple, and the Magi, that the coming of Jesus was not
for a limited group of people with a particular standing in society or
understanding of theology.  Jesus' coming was for lowly shepherds and for
powerful kings.  His coming was for the poor and the wealthy, the simple and
the educated, the religious insiders and those still searching. 

We are all here because, for one reason or another, we have seen the
light of Christ and have followed it to this place.  Whether we are like the
Israelites for whom the story of the Messiah has coursed through our veins
from birth, or like the shepherds who had a dramatic and startling revelation
of Christ's coming, or like the wise men who have traveled a long and arduous
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journey to get here, we are all here because we have heard the good news
of Christ's birth and have chosen to follow.

Our hope in this story of Christ's birth is that, no matter where we find
ourselves in the broad spectrum of humanity, his coming was also for me and
for you.  Our challenge in this story is that each of us must ask ourselves
whether we will choose to follow the signs that lead us to the Christ child.  The
salvation that God offers in Christ is for those who are insiders and those who
are outsiders, those who are nearby and those who are far away, not only
geographically, but also socially, politically, economically and spiritually, and
wherever we find ourselves, we must take the risk and make the commitment
to respond.

And this story will not allow us to contain this Savior in our own ideas
about who he should be and how he should behave.  This Jesus resists any
attempts at placing limits on his love and mercy, so that even those who don't
look like us or talk like us or worship like us are invited to share the good
news of hope and life that his coming brings.  And Jesus calls us to resist any
attempts at placing limits on inclusion in his kingdom, realizing that each one's
faith journey may follow a different, winding path, all led by the star that is the
Light of the World.

The good news of the coming of Jesus is that this Messiah is personal
enough to call us by name and big enough to offer salvation to all of creation. 
Jesus was born in a particular time and place to a particular family in order
that he might share in our human experience, that he might stand alongside
us in our situation and understand what we are going through, because he
understands how very much is at stake.  And so Jesus also came for all
people in all times in order that we might share in God's redemptive love.  

In this Christmas season and in every time and place, the good news
of the gospel is that, whether you are a shepherd or a prophet or a king,
whether you are simple or wise, whether your faith is strong and you feel near
to God or you are filled with anxieties and questions and your doubts keep
you feeling very far away, Christ has come for you and for me, and that is very
good news indeed.  Thanks be to God! 

As I was preparing for today's worship, I was reminded of this prayer
composed by my good friend Peggy Haymes.  Let us pray:  God who created
the heavens and the earth and who has known us before we came to be, we
have come again to worship you.  Some of us come because it is a holy habit
that gives meaning to our days.  Some of us come because joy must be
shared and thanks must be given.  Some of us come hoping against hope to
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find strength for hard days ahead.  We come to you, O God, seeking your
presence among us, for only you can speak to all of us and each of us.  Only
you can weave the jumbled threads of our lives into a great tapestry of faith. 
We pray in the name of the Coming Christ, who lives and reigns with you and
the Holy Spirit, one God, forever and ever.  Amen. 

Pastoral Prayer December 29, 2013

O God, who came to us in human flesh so that we might know your
salvation, we praise you for this greatest of gifts and for the opportunity we
have to rejoice in this good news once again.  We give you thanks that in the
midst of our celebrations, and sometimes in spite of them, you reveal yourself
among us in new and challenging ways, in ways that stir within us and move
us from our familiar places, that we might respond to your call as we come to
know you as our Creator, our Lord, our Friend.  We praise you for the grace
we have known and the mercies you continue to show to us each day.  We
thank you for the abundance of your gifts to us: for opportunities to work and
to worship, to serve and to play; for relationships that fill our lives with
meaning and joy; for material possessions which make our lives more
comfortable; for sights and sounds of beauty which remind us that you are a
God who delights in beauty and desires to share  all that is good and lovely
with us because of your great love for us.  For these and all good gifts which
come from your hand, Generous God, we offer our thanks and praise.

Almighty God, receive also our prayers on behalf of the world you love
and for which you sent your Son.  In this time of celebration, we are aware
that there are those who suffer illness and grief.  In this time when family and
friends surround us, we are aware that there are those who are consumed by
loneliness and despair.  In this season when we hear the angels proclaim
peace on earth, we are aware of the violence and hatred that plague so many
nations and that threaten our own.  In this time of abundance and
extravagance, we remember those in our world and in our community who are
struggling to survive from day to day.  Teach us to respond to these and every
need we encounter with compassionate and generous hearts.  Help us to love
one another, those in need, and all your children with your gracious and
abundant love.  

We pray, too, Gracious God, for the coming new year.  Guide our nation
and its leaders to work for justice and peace in our world.  Guide our
congregation that we might live as a beacon of hope and light in this
community and beyond.  Guide us in our relationships that we might love and
encourage one another for the living of our days.  Grant us your mercy as we
seek  to do your will more fully and to love you more completely.  In the name
of the One who comes as the Light of the World and the Hope for all our
tomorrows, even Jesus the Christ.  Amen.
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