Epiphany of the Lord 2011
Isaiah 60:1-6; Psalm 72; Ephesians 3:1-12; Matthew 2:1-12
                                                                                     

Today, we celebrate what we call Epiphany, the day we remember the visit of the wise men from the East, coming to Bethlehem to offer Jesus the gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh.  Some of us have heard of this word “epiphany” before.  We will say that we have an epiphany when we finally see something that we had not understood before.  And when we use the word “epiphany” it usually describes something that runs far deeper than mere intellectual insight. An epiphany is when something suddenly clicks within us: there is a connection, we understand in a way that goes beyond logic and reason.  An epiphany is one of those “ah-huh” moments, or as I sometimes say, an “uh-oh” moment, a moment that is filled with grace, potential and hope, a moment that is pregnant with the presence of God.  And maybe that is what emerges in the hearts of the magi as they turn their eyes to heaven and saw this thing, this brightness, this star burning high above them.  Something connects within them, an “ah-huh” moment: this is no longer as astronomical phenomenon, but a moment filled with new life: an epiphany.   The wise men can observe this star: what they need to learn how to do is to behold, to listen to its silence, to quietly pay attention to, to hold on lightly, hold on lovingly.  Their hearts know that someone is trying to tell them something.   And as Matthew writes his gospel, he is trying to tell us something too.  Matthew has had a number of “epiphanies” in his life, he has travelled through some difficult terrain, following this bit of light that has begun to shine within the dark corners of his heart.  Matthew, the tax collector, sitting at his desk with the other money changers – and then Jesus comes, speaks his name, looks into his eyes.  Matthew gets up and follows Jesus.  So, Matthew knows what it is like to search, ask questions, long to see.  Matthew knows what it is like to surrender wealth, he also knows what it is like to find true riches.  So, I think there is a connection between the journey of the wise men in chapter 2 and the journey that Matthew has been on his whole life.  The wise men trust a calling that they will never fully understand.  They follow in faith.  They go even though they do not have any answers.  At the beginning of the story, the wise men look and see.  In the middle of the story, the wise men listen and follow.  By the end of the story, the wise men fall down and worship.  The Christian writer, Ronald Goetz, says that the magi had “lost the composure and reserve of scholars and sages, giving way to an ecstasy of naked adoration.”  And part of me wonders when has that ever happened to you – when you have stumbled across an experience of God, an “uh-huh” moment, you have “lost all composure”, or when perhaps you have experience even that briefest moment of love, and found  yourself “giving away to an ecstasy of naked adoration”.   The story of the Magi is more than gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh.  This is a story of conversion, a story of a passionate self-emptying, a story where we experience true freedom, utter joy and ultimate wonder.   These wise men know that their lives will only be complete as they come and pay homage to this one that has been revealed to them, their lives will only make sense as they fall down and worship the one who created the stars, their longing will cease as they behold this one who speaks to their hearts with whispers of love. 

But for Matthew, this story is not just about these kings from the East: there is another king that is introduces into the narrative.  “In the time of King Herod”, is how Matthew begins his story.  First of all, you may need to know that Herod is not really a king at all.  The Roman Empire has a very clear line of authority.  We see this in the beginning of Luke’s gospel: we hear about Emperor Augustus, Quirinius the governor of Syria and Philip the ruler of Trachonitis.  But Matthew makes mention of none of these men.   Besides Pontus Pilate, Herod is the only political figure that appears in this gospel.  Matthew refers to King Herod more than any other writer of the New Testament.    Herod receives the title of “king”, even called himself the “king of the Jews” at one point, but this royal title is a bit of a misnomer.  He is probably more of a regional administrator than anything.  Herod is no king.  Matthew’s irony is clear.  This is a man who is pretending: he may have the title, but Herod the King is living a lie.  There is nothing regal about him at all.  Matthew knows, the magi know, you know and I know, that true kingship lies quietly in a manger just a few blocks away.    

Nonetheless, Herod’s grip on the daily lives of the people in and around Judea should not be underestimated.   Herod had power and he was not afraid to show it in the most horrific ways.  Everyone knew his reputation for brutality.  We hear today of various areas of our own world that erupt with civil unrest and the political leaders in those countries often react by torturing and murdering their own citizens and I suspect that Herod’s atrocities would be no less severe.  Herod was vicious, murdering even members of his own family over the most petty of arguments.  Fear, paranoia and ruthlessness would be words that accurately describe the reign of “king” Herod.  One need only mention his name, King Herod, and the readers of Matthew’s gospel would have remembered and know exactly what that name signifies.  Matthew writes the name “King Herod” and he is not just giving a particular piece of political history: Matthew portrays a way of life that was cruel and terrifying.  We can do the same thing today.  We mention the name Idi Amin or Saddam Hussein or Bin Laden, and the details are not necessary.  We mention places like Rwanda, Mogadishu, or Auschwitz, and we do not need to go into a great deal of explanation.  These names and places are sufficient.  And Matthew is doing the same thing here when he mentions Herod.   Herod is not only a man – he is a symbol of a way of life, a symbol of Roman occupation, a sad and painful and horrific reminder of all that was wrong with the world. 

So, this is how Matthew begins his gospel.  He has on the one hand, the tyranny of someone like Herod.  And on the other hand, we have the humility and longing of the heart that we see in the magi coming only to worship the Christ child.  It is almost as if Matthew has set these two things up as two different standards for us to look at.  The fear of Herod on the one side, and the faithfulness of the wise men on the other.  The self-centeredness man of shallowness who only knows how to pretend and perpetuate lies on the one side, and on the other, the generosity and humility of the wise men.  There is a fear that results in violence and death and on the other hand, there is a unique kind of obedience that leads to life and joy.  There is a so-called king who pathetically tries to cling to power, to accumulate more and more, and there are others, who exercise a different kind of kingship, who are willing to surrender, to give away more and more, all that they are and all that they have, in exchange for the surpassing richness of knowing Christ as Lord.  The wise men say nothing when they kneel at Jesus feet.  They do not have to.  The magi open their gifts, they open their hearts.  They see the gold, frankincense and myrrh: the wise men also know of their poverty, kneeling before the one who fills all in all, the one in whom wisdom and life can be found.  

The question is then, which way of life are you going to follow?  Herod or the Magi?   Sitting here in this church, it is easy for us to all say, we will follow the magi.  So, if that is true, then this year, Matthew invites us to do a couple of things: practice generosity.  Following the example of the magi means that when you go home today and talk with your kids: practice the kind of humility and quietness that allows for forgiveness, compassion and understanding.  Search diligently for those true moments of grace and glory that are hidden at work, in your relationships, underneath the experiences of your daily life.  Search with a kind of attentiveness, hope and faithfulness.  Do not just go through the motions, skimming over the surface of your life, but search, and search with diligence, search with love and patience.  That is what Matthew wants to show us.  Turn away from all those voices of King Herod, the fear and the panic, the insisting on your own way, the pretending and the posturing, and instead, follow the call that has been whispering in your heart with a voice that can no longer be ignored.  Listen carefully to those “uh-huh” moments that catch your attention: it might be that God is speaking to you in those little epiphanies, calling to you change your life, to give up just a little bit more, calling you to open your heart in order to receive those things that you have been resisting for far too long.  

