What Gift Shall I Bring?

January 6, 2008 – Epiphany Sunday
Isaiah 40:12-14, 21-22, 25-26 and Matthew 2:1-12 
Imagine you are citizen of a land far away and a person of importance and worth.  In fact those among your profession are held in highest esteem and your skills are thought to be a gift from the gods.  You are an astrologer, a reader of the nighttime sky.  It is you who track the trajectory of the stars and analyze the meaning of their alignment; it is you who foretell the lifeline of each child born under a specific constellations’ gaze.  You are expert at your craft – at the charting of the skies; so expert men and women in lands as far away as Jerusalem recognize your talents, revere you as wise, and refer to you as Magi.  

One night, as you scan the skies, your charts fail you.  There is a star that does not belong.  You gather your fellow astrologers and feverishly consult every resource at your disposal, but this star cannot be explained.  Then the questions begin.  What can this mean?  What woman has given birth to one of such glory that the constellations fail to follow in their courses above?  Who has come with power so great that even the stars yield their order in celebration of the birth?  
Imagine you are a Magi and these are the questions that plague you.  If you are right, if the interloping star has set aside the timeless sequence of the sky, then the one born under these conditions is no ordinary being.  If you are right, then you must travel to see this thing that has occurred.  

Now, since you and I live outside of the time of the Magi and of Matthew’s Gospel we might take some time to place all of this in context.  The Magi were not Jewish by birth or religion.  They did not live in the realm of Israel.  Given this, it is unlikely that they would have known the scriptures that informed Matthew’s Jewish audience.  It is unlikely that they would have known that the people of Israel, Abraham’s descendents, had been longing for a sign such as the star for millennia.
Though we might expect that some within Matthew’s community might have recognized the star as a herald of the Messiah’s birth; the first to celebrate, the first to honor him according to Matthew – outside of Mary and Joseph – were strangers from a land distant and different.  If the Bible has recorded it well, the Magi, whose number and names we do not know, were most likely from Persia, a land we now call Iran.
I cannot imagine how arduous the trip from Persia to Bethlehem was.  A modern day map tells us the journey from the center of Iran to the center of Bethlehem covers a distance of approximately 1,200 miles.  Scholars suggest the trip would have taken up to twelve months by camel caravan.
  The Magi must have followed the star for months.  Some nights the sky must have been obscured by clouds.  Some days they must have lost their way; I will omit all of the bad jokes about men and directions.  And throughout the journey, and even as they stood in Herod’s presence, they must have wondered if the risk was worth taking; but they journeyed on and the star continued to show them the way.

At the end of their journey the Magi believed they would meet a person of extraordinary power, an extraordinary being.  And because protocol required that they honor him, they must have wondered what gifts they might bring.  Even before meeting him, the gifts the Magi brought spoke prophetically about who they believed Jesus to be.  Though lost on our 21st century understanding, each gift symbolized the Magi’s sense of the status of the child.  

They brought gold which was traditionally given at the birth of a king; gold for a king who would rule with power and purpose.  They brought frankincense, costly and rare, which was offered to those destined to stand before the altar as priest; frankincense for a priest who would offer the perfect sacrifice for his people.  Though the Magi did not know the ancient stories of one born to heal his people from all their dis – ease, they honored him by bringing myrrh, a substance given to physicians to heal those who were sick, even near death.  The gifts that they brought to the one whose birth was heralded by a star honored him as priest and healer and king of all.
The story of the Magi is offered in some form or another on each Epiphany Sunday, year in and year out.  And no matter whether one is a regular church go-er or not, the gifts that the Magi brought are known far and wide.  But there is a question that I want you to ponder with me this morning.  What if the gold, frankincense and myrrh were not the only gifts the wise men came bearing?  What if they were not even the most important gifts?  What if the real gifts were not of material worth but of something worth so much more?  What if the real gifts were the gifts of wonder, of sight, and of worship?
The gift of wonder.  The wise men brought a gift much more costly than gold and much more rare.  They brought with them hearts that were inquisitive, minds that were curious.  They brought with them authentic wonder and the desire to know.  Oh that all men and women everywhere had curious hearts and inquisitive minds and desired to know more about the one who is called Alpha and the Omega; the beginning and the end.  Oh that there were more who simply wondered and wanted to know why Jesus came, and why he yet lives in the hearts and minds of so many the world over.  More precious than gold is a mind that is curious, a mind that is active, a mind that can wonder and ask of the Savior, why have you come.  What a gift, to offer a mind that is curious a mind that inquires, a mind that wonders, and desires to know.
The gift of seeing:  And the second gift I believe the Magi brought was the gift of seeing.  For now, some 12 – 24 months after the Savior’s birth, when the royal and rich Magi arrived at the place where Mary and Joseph lived, it is likely that it was furnished with things humble and lowly.  Yet, despite the simple surroundings the Magi could see the truth of Christ’s birth.  He would have power beyond all imagining, he could command angels and armies and did command honor and praise.  The Magi saw in the simple setting of the Christ Child’s presence the presence of the living God.  The gift that they brought was the ability to see past the setting, to see the miracle of love come down, now made flesh and resting in a mother’s arms.  What a gift to be able to see beyond the temporal and fleeting  things to the truths that are timeless and offered to all those who will truly see.
The gift of worshipping:  And finally, the Magi brought with them the gift of worship.  Oh after they arrived, after they saw, before they extended their tangible gifts; they extended their bodies and worshipped him.  And be very clear, the verb used in Matthew’s text does not mean the polite kind of kneeling that I do on Sunday’s.  No, the word used by the writer of the Gospel is proskeneyu, which means to lie prostrate.  Oh what a gift, to love the baby, to adore the Christ so much that they would stretch out before him, in positions of humility, in postures of vulnerability, in poises of submission and in praise of  what God had done.
Three gifts; not gold and frankincense and myrrh; but wonder, and sight, and worship.  What if, after all of these years, you and I have discovered that the popular telling of this story has focused on the wrong gifts of the Magi?  What if the most precious gifts are not those that can be purchased?  What if the Magi’s best gifts were minds that were curious, eyes that could truly see, and hearts that were so in awe of what God has done in Christ that they bowed, deeply bowed, in the presence of a child born a king.  
And, what of us?  What if the gift the Savior wants from us is to wonder why he came, why he loves us, why he promises never to leave us?  What if our wonder, offered as gift, might lead to a new level of relationship, a new way to know our God and what he has done in the Son?  And what if the true present Christ desires is that we see him as shepherd and lamb, as wounded and healer, as Father and Son, as mother and sibling, as sacrifice and reward?  What is the gift is that we see what he has done in the manager and on the cross as our hope and our joy, our peace and our salvation?  And what if the best gift we might bring includes our coming before the God of all creation in humility, with trust, in submission to God’s plan for our lives and for this world; come before God, bowing deeply,  worshipping  him in spirit and in truth?  
Beloved, what if the choir’s anthem had it exactly right and the best gifts really are simple?  And when we, like the Magi bring wonder, sight and worship we will be exactly where we are supposed to be, in the presence of the one who brings us love and delight.
On this Epiphany Sunday my brothers and sisters, what gift would you bring to the Christ Child?  Over the next few weeks, between now and our observance of Lent, I hope to explore this question through the stories of our sacred text.  But for now, I do believe the Magi give us a good glimpse of giving that is simple and is right.  
Oh, and what about the Isaiah text that was read this morning?  What could it possibly have to do with the Wise Men or the gifts that we should bring?  It is simply this, as we imagine bringing gifts to God, we must remember God made everything that was made.  Just as the Isaiah text says; the oceans the soil, the sky, the stars; everything that was made was made by God for God’s good pleasure.
  Everything we have to bring to God as gift first belonged to God; that is with one exception.  The one thing that God does not own, and has given us freely, is our will.  It was God’s good pleasure to give us the ability to choose whether we will wonder, whether we will see, whether we will worship before the one who is love and delight.  What gift shall we bring when all truly belongs to God?  What a question to ponder.  Will you ponder it with me as we prepare to go to God’s table ladened with God’s good gifts for us?  Let us pray. 
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