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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.  Amen.

Dear Friends:

On Christmas Eve, those who were here in worship briefly noted how some Christmas trees are
topped with an angel, and other Christmas trees are topped with a star.  I mentioned how the
four gospel writers treat the birth of Christ in four different ways.  With the angel representing
Luke’s story.  And the star representing Matthew’s story.

Certainly part of the magic that people feel at Christmas time is due to the images of light and
dark, of day and night that frame the New Testament accounts of the birth of Jesus.  The angels
appear in the night sky.  The star appears in the night sky.  And by the way, in today’s gospel,
the wise men are warned in a dream.  And Joseph, the parent of Jesus, is guided not once, not
twice, not thrice, but frice– is that how you say the fourth time, frice?  But four times an angel
appears to Joseph in a dream to give him guidance in a dream.

So even in the Bible, Christmas is embedded in nighttime.  Long before Roman and Northern
European traditions about the solstice were poured onto it, there were already these images of
nighttime.  Joseph’s dreams, the wise men’s dreams.  Shepherds on the night shift.  Angels in the
night sky.  Did the wise men really follow the star by traveling at night?  I wonder.  Maybe they
looked at night for the direction of the star, and traveled in that general direction in daylight.  But
I often think of them as traveling by night and sleeping by day.  As Matthew writes, “... And
there, ahead of them, went the star that they had seen at its rising.”  So even though I don’t
always approve of the excesses of the holiday season, there is definitely a sense of wonder and
magic in the Bible’s original presentation of the Christmas events.  Even the name for these wise
men, these so-called kings from the east– the Persian word magush became the Greek word
magos, whose plural form is Magi.  From which we get the word magic.  So there is wonder and
magic in the holiday season.

Funny that I should mention that, today, January 7 .  Epiphany was technically yesterday, theth

sixth.  Twelve days of Christmas culminating on January 5 .  So here it is, the holidays areth

ending.  School starts up this week.  Two long holiday weekends in a row are over now.  The
holiday decorations need to be put away in the garage or the attic.  You made a New Year’s
resolution, and you’ve already broken it twice.  I mean, if there has ever been a less magical
moment than today, it’s probably tax day or colonoscopy day.  But here, belatedly, as we trudge
back to the salt mines of ordinary life is Epiphany.
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The great Danish pastor Nikolai Grundtvig wrote these words to our closing hymn today: Bright
and glorious is the sky– You have to picture Vincent Van Gogh’s “Starry Night”–  do you know
the picture I’m talking about?  With the stars and galaxies and moon swirling in the night sky?
Or if you don’t know the painting, then just look up at the night sky over the Sonoran Desert.
But the great Danish pastor– I can’t believe I said that, a Great Dane– the great Danish pastor
Nikolai Grundtvig wrote our sending song:

Bright and glorious is the sky.
Radiant are the heavens high.
Where the golden stars are shining
All their rays to earth inclining
beckon us to heav’n above.

As the commercial holiday ends, the Church calendar erupts with Epiphany, the bookend of
Christmas, full of wonder and magic.  A wonder and magic that I hope will linger for you.  Even
in the salt mines of ordinary life.

For you.  The great insight of Epiphany is that Jesus is born for the rest of us.  In last week’s
story, the old man Simeon proclaims that the baby Jesus will be a light to the nations, a light to
the Gentiles.  A baby for the rest of us.  But as I said before, that’s Luke’s perspective.  In
Matthew’s perspective, the wise men represent the Gentiles.  The rest of us.

I don’t know if you were paying attention to our first reading.  Isaiah chapter sixty.  Written five
hundred years before Jesus was born.  The last verse of our excerpt from Isaiah spoke of gold and
frankincense.  But no myrrh.  If you grew up like I did, it’s always gold, frankincense, AND
MYRRH.  From today’s gospel.  But the reading from Isaiah only mentions two.  This reading
from Isaiah is connected to the story in Matthew in various levels.  So much so that people can’t
read one without the other.  So in Matthew’s story, there are Magi– astrologers or wise men or
magicians.  Not kings.  But in the Isaiah passage, there are kings.  And so Christian tradition
conflates the two.

Matthew’s wise men come from the east.  Isaiah mentions Midian and Ephah and Sheba.
And so it’s from Isaiah that we imagine an African king, such as the one who is so confidently
portrayed on the cover of your service folder today. Courtesy of the Lutheran publishing house
Augsburg Fortress.  It comes not from the actual story.  But from the interpolation and conflation
of Isaiah and Matthew.

And did the wise men walk to Bethlehem?  Did they ride horses?  Matthew doesn’t say how.
But we all know that they must have ridden camels  because Isaiah mentions camels.

So a lot of detail that isn’t actually in the story is imported into the story from the 60  chapter ofth

the prophet Isaiah, written down 500 years before Jesus.  Why?  Well, because Isaiah is talking
about the “rest of us.”  That the Jewish light will draw the rest of us to God’s goodness.  Which
is what happens in today’s gospel reading.
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King Herod and his religious advisers in Jerusalem have all of the clues.  But they can only plot
to eliminate Jesus as a newborn rival to King Herod.  The irony of ironies is that these outsiders–
who do not have all of the advantages of religious knowledge– these astronomers, these
astrologers, these Merlins– they are led to the Savior by a star.  By their interest in stars and
constellations and changes in the night sky.  Irony of ironies.  It is the outsiders who find the joy.
And ironically, who are protected.  And who, ironically, are remembered and celebrated down to
this day.

So as the commercial excess of the holiday season winds down; as the decorations are taken
down and put away; as nonstop playing of White Christmas gets put on pause until...
Halloween.  The wise men and the star remind us that the magic and wonder of Christmas
are not bounded by the traditions and the limits that civilization has imposed upon Christmas.
If there is ONE thing that is absolutely clear in the Old Testament, it’s that the God of the Old
Testament is not captive to the traditions and limits that human beings often use to capture him.
If there is ONE thing that Matthew wants us to learn from the story of the Magi it’s that the
outsiders often recognize the real truth, it’s the outsiders who often give the valuable gifts, it’s
the unexpected ones in the unexpected places that God often uses to do the best things– even the
coolest things.  Not just once, not just twice, not just thrice.  Not even just frice.  But in a pattern
that we can see throughout the stories of the Bible.

And that, I hope, will be a star of hope for you in the year ahead; and in the less celebrated
moments, and the less anticipated moments, that will make up so much of the new year. Amen.
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