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We typically wait until Epiphany for biblical stories about the wise men.  Next week, however, we will be celebrating the coming of God’s Light, Jesus Christ, with communion.  So I decided this was a good day for magi musings.  I will intersperse my reflections on the biblical text with wonderful poems about the magi.  Let us, in fact, begin with one of those.
Slide 10:  “Journey of the Magi” by Brian Zahnd
Journey of the Magi by T. S. Eliot (read by Hedie Borne)
A cold coming we had of it,

just the worst time of year

for a journey, and such a long journey;

the ways deep and the weather sharp,

the very dead of winter.

And the camels galled, sore-footed, refractory,

lying down in the melting snow.

There were times we regretted

the summer palaces on slopes, the terraces.

Then the camel men cursing and grumbling and running away,

And the night-fires going out, and the lack of shelters,

and the cities hostile and the towns unfriendly

and the villages dirty and charging high prices:

a hard time we had of it.

At the end we preferred to travel all night,

sleeping in snatches,

with the voices singing in our ears, saying

that this was all folly.

Then at dawn we came down to a temperate valley,

wet, below the snow line, smelling of vegetation;

with a running stream and a water-mill berating the darkness,

and three trees on the low sky,

and an old white horse galloped away in the meadow.

Then we came to a tavern with vine-leaves over the lintel,

six hands at an open door dicing for pieces of silver,

and feet kicking the empty wine-skins.

But there was no information, and so we continued

and arrived at evening, not a moment too soon

finding the place; it was (you may say) satisfactory.

All this was a long time ago, I remember,

and I would do it again, but set down, this set-down,

This:  were we led all that way for

birth or death?  There was a Birth, certainly,

we had evidence and no doubt.  I had seen birth and death,

But had thought they were different; this birth was

hard and bitter agony for us, like death, our death.

We returned to our places, these kingdoms,

but no longer at ease here, in the old dispensation,

with an alien people clutching their gods.

I should be glad of another death.
This poem was written by T.S. Eliot not long after his Christian conversion.

Slide 11: Ethiopian rendition of “the adoration of the magi”
Unlike Luke, Matthew does not tell us a story about the night of Jesus’ birth.  He does, however, tell us about a delegation that comes looking for Jesus some time thereafter.  According to Matthew 2:1-12, this delegation consisted of several magi or astrologers, whom we usually refer to as wise men.  It was commonly believed in the ancient world that signs in the heavens accompanied the births of great figures, including rulers such as Alexander and Augustus.  The magi in Matthew 2 claim to have seen just such a sign.  Having observed the rising star of a newborn Jewish king, they make a pilgrimage to Judea to find him and pay him homage.


Listening to such a story, Matthew’s readers may have recalled a similar, and widely publicized
 pilgrimage which took place in AD 66.  In that year a delegation arrived in Rome, consisting of Tiridates, king of Armenia, and the sons of three neighboring Parthian rulers.  This royal party from the East, also described as magi [by Roman historian] Pliny, had come to Rome to honour emperor Nero, and Rome was decorated with lights and garlands to receive them.  Upon meeting Nero, Tiridates proclaimed, I have come to you my god, to pay homage….  After Nero confirmed Tiridates as king of Armenia, the party returned home, but by a different route than which they had come.
  

The parallel stories are compelling to me.   It fits very nicely with other broad themes developing within Matthew’s gospel.

· Jesus is a King, but not like brutal kings such as Herod or Nero

· Jesus is destined for kingship over his people and all nations

· Jesus’ own people will not be able to properly interpret the signs of the sky or his miracles or his parables, but the Gentile people will

I sense a heaviness due to an over feeding of turkey, Christmas treats and biblical studies.  Perhaps it is time for more poetry. 
Slide 12:  “Magi drawing” by Richard Hook
The Journey (read by Alison Jantz)
There will be no camels; we are going on horseback, at least for some of the way.   And we won’t arrive there a few hours after the shepherds and angels.  It will be weeks, perhaps or months.  We are not in a hurry.  That is not the way we work; we are not Europeans!

We will discuss the phenomenon - the star - and if it does not go away, and if we still feel curious, we will travel.  We will look in the wrong place.   Yes, I admit that, because wise men, potentates, intellectuals - call us what you will - are not infallible!

We expect a new power to emerge from the side of the old one.  We expect the destination we seek to resemble what our common sense deduces.  We will be upset, angry even, to find that Herod is ignorant and that his residence is not the birthplace.  We will find it hard and intellectually demanding to bow the knee to the son of refugees.

And all this…all this upset will be compounded when it comes to journeying back and we discover we have to go home by an alternate route.  That is the trouble with God.  God does not let you leave as you came.  God sends you back, stripped of your presumptions, making for home by an alternate route.

I apologize if this poetry has left us with a less than romantic vision of what it might have meant for magi, wise men, or kings to meet the new born King.  The poetry taps into the reality, however, that meeting Jesus changes things.   Holding Jesus changes things.  Giving to Jesus what is precious changes things.  Things change.  Life is no longer the same.
Slide 13:  St. Ignaitus Loyola quote
We are at a significant time in our calendar year.  Soon the date will shift from 2019 to 2020--  a new year.  In the reality of this calendar transition, in the reality of the Christmas season, we have permission to pause and consider the year past and the year to come.

· For what in this past year are you grateful??  When and where were you surprised by grace?  Offer this to Jesus Christ, the one we call the new born King.  [pause]
· What from this past year continues to grieve you or weigh on you??  Offer this to Jesus Christ who promised to join us in the yoke and help carry our burdens. [pause]
· For what do you hope in this new year?  Offer this to Jesus Christ, who goes before us in every season. [pause]
· What causes you anxiety as we approach the new year?  Share this with Jesus Christ, the one walks beside us. [pause]

I sense a heaviness due to an over feeding of turkey, Christmas treats and my application of the biblical text.  Perhaps it is time for more poetry.  I conclude my sermon with a beautiful poem by Jan Richardson.
Slide 14:  magi at night following a star 
Where the Map Begins:  A Blessing for Epiphany
 (read by Stephanie Epp)
This is not
any map you know.
Forget longitude.
Forget latitude.
Do not think
of distances
or of plotting
the most direct route.
Astrolabe, sextant, compass:
these will not help you here.

This is the map
that begins with a star.
This is the chart
that starts with fire,
with blazing,
with an ancient light
that has outlasted
generations, empires,
cultures, wars.

Look star-ward once,
then look away.
Close your eyes
and see how the map
begins to blossom
behind your lids,
how it constellates,
its lines stretching out
from where you stand.

You cannot see it all,
cannot divine the way
it will turn and spiral,
cannot perceive how
the road you walk
will lead you finally inside,
through the labyrinth
of your own heart
and belly
and lungs.

But step out
and you will know
what the wise who traveled
this path before you
knew:
the treasure in this map
is buried
not at journey’s end
but at its beginning.
Amen
Patrick Preheim,  co-pastor Nutana Park Mennonite Church

Benediction
Holy One,
Give us the courage to be ourselves, as we [rejoice at] Christ’s arrival,
so that, like the Magi, we can take a different path,
seek help from unlikely places, and
like all of the people who have followed the star,
own and love our part in Christ’s story.

Help us reflect your light through our gifts and talents among the people you place in our lives.  For the honour and glory are yours, from this day forward and forever more.    Amen.

Epiphany Congregational Prayer

God of seekers:
Thank you for all who are on a journey this year:
a journey to give birth to a child,
a journey to lay a loved one to rest,
a journey to complete a school program,
a journey to pay big bills,
a journey to find a job,
a journey to find themselves.
Thank you that you are the Sender,
sending us to places we would rather not go
to meet people we would rather not meet.
Forgive us when we are too comfortable to get up,
too fearful to open the door,
and too lazy to take the first steps.
We pray today for all who are in hard places on the journey.
For those who are sick, especially….
For those who are grieving, especially….
We want to be compassionate, companioning the weary,
and offering help to those who are struggling.
We want to do this in community;
bless our church, and help it to be a place we can be honest
both with where we are at, and where we want to be.
Hear our prayers for people who are on a mission
to provide good government; our councilors,
our members of provincial and national parliament.
Give them wisdom and insight to govern not for their own interests,
but for the interests of this good earth,
for the interests of the least fortunate,
and for the interests of generations yet unborn.
Give us joy as we journey, reveling in the beauty around us;
the bare trees whose skeletons are silhouetted in the winter sky,
the grace and ease of squirrels as they climb,
the smoothness of ice on a puddle,
the silence of snow falling at night.
You meet us not just at the end of our journey,
but all along the way, in this beauty,
and in the companions you provide.
You are there even when we are filled with questions,
and we wonder what life is all about.
Give us signs to follow, and courage to be faithful.
We want to be walking towards you, every day of this year.
Amen.
Matthew 2:1-12
In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, magi from the East came to Jerusalem, asking, ‘Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews? For we observed his star at its rising, and have come to pay him homage.’ When King Herod heard this, he was frightened, and all Jerusalem with him; and calling together all the chief priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the Messiah was to be born.
They told him, ‘In Bethlehem of Judea; for so it has been written by the prophet:   “And you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; for from you shall come a ruler who is to shepherd my people Israel.” ’  
        Then Herod secretly called for the magi and learned from them the exact time when the star had appeared.  Then he sent them to Bethlehem, saying ‘Go and search diligently for the child; and when you have found him, bring me word so that I may also go and pay him homage.’
When they had heard the king, they set out; and there, ahead of them, went the star that they had seen at its rising, until it stopped over the place where the child was. When they saw that the star had stopped, they were overwhelmed with joy. On entering the house, they saw the child with Mary his mother; and they knelt down and paid him homage. Then, opening their treasure-chests, they offered him gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh. And having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own country by another road.
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