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Matthew 2:1-12

2 In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, magil?! from the east came to Jerusalem, asking,
“Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews? For we observed his star in the east!®l 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 Messiahl! 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!¥l my people Israel’”
"Then Herod secretly called for the magil® 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 in the east, until it stopped over the place where the child was. ' When they saw that the star
had stopped, sl 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.

This past Christmas season, I had the opportunity to read a number of essays on the history of Christmas from
the Oxford Handbook of Christmas. One of the insights about the history of the holiday is that it has changed over time. That
most nativity celebrations were focused on epiphany (tomorrow—the 12 day of Christmas), the arrival of the Magi, and
the presentation of gifts to the Christ child. Originally, the focus on December 25 and the birth of Christ was a point of
emphasis and devotion for Christians in North Africa that spread to others places and climes over time. Another
unfortunate history lesson is that some of our forebears, like the New England Puritans of Massachusetts Bay, saw very
little biblical warrant for Christmas and mandated it be a work day like any others. In Puritan New England, members of
society who recognized Christmas day as holiday were not held in high regard, as it was considered too papist, too old
word Anglican, too much a relic of the past that need to be practiced any longer. Fortunately, that perspective only lasted
for generation or so, before most colonial Americans were celebrating and commemorating the holiday again.

Many friends from Latin America also mark epiphany as the high point of the season and the night before (which
would be tonight), put out straw for the magi as they await and awaken to find that the magi brought gifts in the night.
Even for us, we have our own particular Christmas practices that often diverge from our friends and neighbors. For
instance, [ believe some of us hold pretty tight to the practice that Christmas ends on December 25 and that the 26 the
tree is at the driveway, the ornaments and decked halls are back in the attic, and not even one piece of tinsel remains.

Others religiously mark all 12 days of Christmas, leave the tree up to epiphany, and when the king cake comes out the
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Christmas decorations go away. Still others, leave the tree up all the way to Fat Tuesday, simply exchanging Christmas
decorations and ornaments for green and purple and gold Mardi Gras décor. There are even the New Orleans specific
‘Almost Mardi Gras’ Christmas ornaments to send us the not so subtle reminder that Carnival is the principal festive
season in this part of the world.

Old habits die hard as they say, but at least for me, no matter how much I try to keep festive until January 6* it is
mentally hard for me to see it on the same level as December 25%. Partly that has to do with our own church practices
which seem to emphasize one more than the other. It has to do with the practices of our larger culture which turn to the
end of the calendar year and the dawning of a new year. Part of it has to do with entertainment; I mean try to find some
Christmas music on the radio after December 25%. There is so much momentum, moving us along, bills that are due,
pages that need to be turned, resolutions that need implementation. By the time we get to the 11" day of Christmas, if the
decorations are still up, they are looking a bit tired, the Christmas tree is barely hanging on, and egg nog is definitely not
part of our new year resolutions. And to be honest, the New England Puritans were not completely wrong. We do not
have a lot of biblical material to make Christmas and the baby Jesus and the nativity scene go much longer. We may be
like Ricky Bobby of ‘Talladega Nights’ who prefers to pray to the Christmas Jesus rather than Grown-up Jesus or Teenage
Jesus or bearded Jesus, but the truth of the matter is Christmas gets a move on pretty quickly and grown-up Jesus comes
on the scene pretty quickly in all the biblical accounts; so quickly that Mark’s gospel contains no birth narrative at all,
but begins with a very much adult Jesus doing battle with the demonic from the git-go.

It has been said as a criticism of the Apostles’ Creed and the Nicene Creed as well is that everything about the
entirety of Jesus life is summed up in the comma between born of the Virgin Mary, (comma) and suffered under Pontius
Pilate. In other words, the events and stories and details of Jesus’ life get short shrift. The Nicene Creed has a bit more to
say, but these thumbnails of the Christian faith are not heavy on the details of Jesus’ life. To use Will Willimon’s
summary of the creeds, what we they tell us about Jesus is that he ‘lived briefly, died violently, and rose unexpectedly.’
Like I mentioned, the Nicene Creed, which we will use today in worship, offers a few more words about Jesus life, but
most of it is spent making sure we know that Jesus was of the same substance, Light, and being as God, and was not
anything less than fully God. This was a concern and debate of the early church. Some factions believed that while Jesus
was divine, he was not of the same substance, on the same level, and co-equal with the Creator and Maker of Heaven and
earth. Others, including those who ended up composing the words of this creed, saw no lesser degree between Jesus
Christ, the only Son of God and God the Father Almighty. In fact, just to circle back to Christmas for a moment, at the

Council of Nicaea in 325 one of the great proponents of the creed we will use today was St. Nicholas of Myra, a bishop



from Turkey, patron saint of children, known for his secret gift giving, and St. Nicholas was so enthusiastic for the Son’s
equality with the Father that he allegedly slapped Arius the leader of the opposition, leading to lots of nerdy theological
internet memes centuries later each year on St. Nicholas Day, December 6.

A long way round to epiphany and the visit of the magi, I know. But let us return to the creed for a brief second
and celebrate the gift of epiphany hidden there and that is in the simple phrase in the third sentence that states ‘for us
Christ became truly human.’ We tend to once again de-emphasize the meaning of Jesus’ life and humanity and go straight
to the cross and Jesus suffering death, but what the magi come to kneel before is a God who becomes human for us and
believes that the way to transform the world he so loves is not to wipe it out or push re-set or escape it all together, but to
humanize it through the life of Jesus Christ. God became human so that we might become human like Jesus Christ,
befriending people from every station, freeing suffering people from the demonic within and without, and restoring
marginalized and unwell lives to wholeness and human flourishing. For us he became truly human so that we might
become fully human ourselves. Humanization.

We think there must be more to it...or less. Give us a magic elixir, make us like God the first Adam is tricked into
thinking is his destiny. Give us a life with no limits, divine powers, a special relationship with Jesus that no one else can
possibly experience. Or reduce us to nueral synapses and chemical reactions no different from any other species. But the
creed simply states that for us God became truly human. He lived a fully human life that served and elevated and restored
fellow human beings. He lived a fully human life that celebrating human flourishing and moments of enjoying God’s good
creation. He lived a fully human life that called upon and invited his fellow humanity to take part in his divine conspiracy
of humanization for the sake of the world.

Many regard the book of Ecclesiastes as Debbie Downer or a collection of Christian stoicism about life but in
light of the recent act of violence and terrorism in our city, a passage from Ecclesiastes hit home with me this week; from
Ecclesiastes chapter 9 verses 11 and 12: "Again I saw that under the sun the race is not to the swift, nor the battle to the
strong, nor bread to the wise, nor riches to the intelligent, nor favor to the skillful, but time and chance happen to them
all. > For no one can anticipate one’s time. Like fish taken in a cruel net or like birds caught in a snare, so mortals are
snared at a time of calamity, when it suddenly falls upon them. This past week, I had the opportunity to see the Wicked
the musical in its film form and there is a line right at the beginning from Glinda, who says ‘are people born wicked? Or
do they have wickedness thrust upon them?” After all, she had a father, she had a mother, as so many do.” How do we
respond to demonic attempts to de-humanize us, by crushing innocent people who are in the wrong place at the wrong

time? How do we respond to demonic attempts to de-humanize places where humanity flourishes, whether it is playing



drums on a street corner for tips as a second line goes off in another direction and a bachelorette loudly marches in yet
another? How do we respond to demonic attempts to destroy the joy and flourishing of mulled wine and Christmas crafts
at a market in Magdeburg? What we are do to in the face of such destruction and de-humanization and callous regard for
lives cut short from their own fulfillment and potential?

We could build bigger bunkers and safe rooms and escape from the fullness of humanity both the elation and the
brokenness. We can try and escape our world or just live in such a way that we are completely secure and protected from
the wickedness of our world. Or better yet, we could rid our world of everyone who looks like they might dehumanize or
destroy others, even if they grew up in Houston and served in the Army and were born here. That’s the problem with
thinking we can cleanse our world ourselves...it can just as easily de-humanize us. So what then? Put it on cruise control
in a world that so often feels like it is coming apart at the seams? On my way back into town after some Christmas time
away, we were driving back into the city after dark with the bridge and the buildings lit up at night. On the interstate, a
large run van blew past rumbling down the road, not very smoothly so it looked like it was rocking as it went along. It
was in such a hurry, I first thought it was an ambulance. Upon closer inspection, I saw that it was a Salvation Army
vehicle. At first, I thought to myself, why are they in such a hurry that they about ran me off the road? But maybe, I
imagined, they were rushing into the mass of humanity to help them to see beyond their own survival, that their life was
mean for more than living hand to mouth or kill or be killed, but that they had been given unique God-given gifts to put
to use for the sake of the world God so loves. Maybe that streaking van was in hurry to join in the work of God’s
humanization. Maybe that van looks awfully ecclesial on closer inspection, full of people who have work to do in service
to God’s project of humanization.

At one of our Christmas services, one of the voices reminded us that the primary job of the Christian and the
Christian community is to reflect God’s grace back out into the world. And that is the crucial calling for us in this
particular moment. To shine the full humanity of Christ into a world that often prefers and pursues dehumanization. May
God give us courage and inspiration and hope to reflect back to our world, in every instance, a humanity that bears a

striking resemblance to Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.



