THE WOW OF CHRISTMAS

MATTHEW 2:1-12

Growing up I loved to ride horses.  We had horses or ponies since I can remember.  As a child we kept them in a small pasture, about five acres.  My brothers and I would load our saddles and bridles in a little red wagon and walk about a mile to the pasture. 

When we got there we would catch the horses and ride for hours.  Never leaving the small pasture.  But, in that pasture we were Hoss, little Joe, and Ben Cartwright from the Ponderosa.  We were Billy the Kid, Jesse James or any other great western figure we could think of.  In that small pasture located in Athens, AL we were transported back hundreds of years into a time of great adventure.

Then something happened.  We grew up.  As we grew up my younger brother and I continued to ride horses.  But something was different.   We were no longer satisfied to ride in a small pasture.  No longer was just riding for the pleasure of it enough.  We had to work our horses.  We had to have a reason to ride.  We worked on a farm and the only time we rode was to go out and herd the cattle into the pen or get them back I in the pasture when they got out.  

We got caught up in the HOW of riding and lost the WOW of horseback riding.

For several years I went without riding and then one day I was invited to ride with some friends of mine.  And you know what?  The WOW came back.  No longer did I work the horse when I rode, I enjoyed the ride.  I still went and helped herd cattle when needed, but I also rode for the enjoyment and pleasure of riding.

As adults we often lose the WOW factor.  We get so hung up in the how that we forget the wow.  Today we are going to read a familiar story from Matthew’s gospel about three men who started following the how, but ended up worshiping the WOW.

-----------------READ TEXT---------------------

Epiphany marks the visit of the Wise Men to baby Jesus.  Literally, the word means, “showing,” or “revealing.”  In order to be shown something, there has to be light to see, and it was the star that led the Wise Men, as they are called, to the Christ child.  The visit of the Wise Men was the first revealing of Christ to the Gentiles.

To the society outside our walls, EPIPHANY IS A MISPLACED HOLY DAY. The rest of society has already forgotten about the wise men and the star and the holy family. These things have already been put away along with the ornaments and the new ties and the toys that children are already tired of. To the rest of society it is weird to still be celebrating the Christ child on January third. 


Epiphany is the annual event that allows us all to recheck our spiritual compasses; taking a moment to examine exactly what course our life is on and who or what we are following. 

The Wise Men follow the star, but they assume that a newborn king would surely be found in the palace, and so they go to Jerusalem.   They go to the center of power, to the center of wealth, to the center of culture, to the center of urban sophistication.  It’s a pretty good assumption that this is where the new king will be found.  They go poking around town, asking if anybody knows anything.  But nobody does.

Now by the time the Wise Men arrived, the shepherds were long gone.  The family is not in the stable now, but in a house.  Mary and Joseph had settled in Bethlehem and live there until fleeing for Egypt to escape Herod’s slaughter of the innocents.  (Someone pointed out that if they were Wise Women, they would have asked directions, arrived on time, cleaned the stable, helped deliver the baby, made a casserole and brought practical gifts.) We put everybody together in our nativity scenes, but Jesus is not a newborn baby by the time the Wise Men get there.

There are a number of question surrounding this story.  Who were the Magi, where were they from, when did they arrive, what was this star they followed, how do you follow a star to a house, on and on.  And all of that is very interesting and can shed light for us on the story; help us to understand its significance.  

There have been many explanations given as to who they were and about the star they followed. One suggestion is that it was a Supernova.  Another is that it was a conjunction of planets.  Or it could have been a comet.  All of these are possible and plausible explanations of the star the Wise Men followed.

Another topic of discussion is about the gifts they brought to Jesus.  They brought three gifts and they were gifts with very special meanings.  The gold was the gift given to kings.  The frankincense and myrrh were spices and incenses burned at funerals and used to embalm bodies.  They were all gifts with a meaning.  

More important than what can we learn from the star they followed or the gifts they brought is what can we learn from the Wise Men and their journey.

The visit of the Wise Men is a clear indication, right from the beginning, that Jesus is not simply a messiah for the Jews.  It is a clear message that this birth holds great meaning and great hope for all people.  If this birth merits a long, hard journey by astrologers from Persia, then this birth is for everybody.

For Wise Men from the East to follow a star in search of the King of the Jews, they must have been quite alert.  Not everybody looks at the stars and surmises that they need to go and worship a baby born in a far-off land.  They were open to new ideas, new revelation, new truth, and they were attentive.  They were paying attention.  We could probably learn something here.  We need to pay attention.  We need to be open.

And so after finding the baby, after experiencing great joy and kneeling in worship and offering their finest gifts, they return home, but go home by another way.

 

This is our experience of faith.  We meet Jesus, we find joy, we offer our worship and gifts, and when we do that, or perhaps because we have done that, we go home a different way.  We may follow the same geographic route, but we have changed.  Things are not the same.  It’s not that the route is different; we are different.  

 

Going home a different way means that we are able to focus on what matters and not be deterred.  It means avoiding that which, like Herod, might bring us down.

The beginning of the New Year might be a good time to think about going home another way.  It’s a good time to think about change.  What change would you like to make?  How is your relationship with Christ making a difference?  How is God calling you to change?

 

Sometimes we can get so caught up in doing things the way we have always done them that we can lose sight of what we’re trying to accomplish in the first place.  We can forget that there are other ways, other options.

Another way to put it is, have we got so hung up on the how of Christmas and Worship that we have lost the WOW.  Have we forgotten that the same God who spoke the world into being now speaks to us.  The same God who placed the moon and the stars in the heavens, placed His Spirit in us.  The same God who was born in the person of Jesus Christ, wants to be born in us today.  

We don’t know how.  But we know WOW!!!

