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Several years ago, I received one of those email chain letters. You may have received it as well; these things tend to take on lives of their own by being forwarded again and again and again. I might have ignored it, but it seemed that I had a professional responsibility to read it. It posed the question: what if there had been three wise women? The answer was that the three wise women would have asked for directions, helped deliver the baby, cleaned the stable, put up decorations, made a casserole, and brought diapers as gifts.

And just so I can only be accused of gender stereotyping on both sides, I researched the origin of the email and came across an interesting response on the website “sportfishermen.com.” The sport fisherman retort that after the three wise women left the manger, they would have made such unwise comments as: “Did you see the sandals that Mary was wearing with that gown?” and “That baby doesn’t look anything like Joseph” and, with a Minnesota translation thrown in for good measure, “What to bet how long it will take before you get your hot dish pan back?”

Once we can see past the bad jokes to the good intentions within them, we appreciate these humorous twists in the Christmas story because they help us to see ourselves in the story. They help us to connect with the holy family, with the little town of Bethlehem, and with the visitors who came from the East in ways that we might find hard to do with only the Bible narrative. We know what diapers and hot dish are—frankincense and myrrh, not so much.

If I fault the gospel of Matthew for one thing, it is that is by including the giving of gifts in the story of Jesus’ birth, we oh-so-very-human Christians have had an excuse to make gift giving to one another rather than to God an all-too-important part of this season.

But the joke about the three wise women sort of redeems the act for me, because I actually experienced what that email chain letter describes. Following the birth of my daughter, Westminster church members went by another route my north Minneapolis home, and while they didn’t help literally deliver the baby, they helped me recover from doing so with helping hands, lots of hot dishes that I had to tell my relatives from Iowa are really casseroles, and we were gifted with literally hundreds of the biodegradable environmentally friendly diapers that we had requested in an effort to be “greener” parents. We lived the Christmas miracle all over again in the week after Easter in the spring of 2008, and for that we give thanks to God.

This morning we in the church stubbornly continue to celebrate the season of Christmas and to look for its miracles, even while the stores and the greeting cards have told us it is time to start thinking about valentines. What we celebrate this Sunday is called Epiphany, which is a word that English has borrowed from Greek, and the word means pretty much the same thing in both languages. When my brother says, “I had an epiphany last week – if I don’t snow blow onto my neighbors drive ways, she doesn’t snow blow back onto mine,” we mean to say that we discovered something—we had a revelation—an insight—a wake-up call.

This is what the visitors from the East had happen to them when they arrived at the stable in Bethlehem: they discovered the Messiah—the Word made Flesh was revealed to then—they had an epiphany. The church has embraced this wake-up call of Jesus’ first visitors because the church recognizes our need for an annual REdiscovery of the Prince of Peace. We need help to remember that the season is about journey-ing back again, each and every one of us, to worship a king born in poverty and disdain; to be a people who when we get up off of our knees, we have to get up and tell the world something that it does not want to hear: that the gifts are about giving to the least of these and that even if we do not want to hear that, it is good news.

So no matter that is was probably men who visited Jesus instead of women; the gospel of Matthew really wants us to get the point as much by what the magi did as who they were. Who were these visitors from the East? The Bible does not number them; the number three has been attributed we can only assume because there were three gifts offered. On this morning’s bulletin, there are seven figures depicted, and why not?

The word that the gospel of Matthew uses for the visitors is “magi” leaves it quite a mystery as to whether the visitors were religious or political leaders in the context they came from. Either way, they are identified as individuals who would have been educated either in their faith and/or cultural context—which gave them a kind of authority—and their recognition of Jesus gives a powerful witness for all Christians for millennia to come.

And this is what I appreciate so much about the gospel of Matthew including the magi in the narrative of Jesus’ birth. Because the only people in the narrative that I can remotely relate to are the magi.

I probably didn’t think this way as a child. As a child, I delighted to line up all the shepherds and all the wise men and all their sheep and camels and parade them into the manger scene my mother set up on the hutch in the dining room. I probably did not think I had a whole lot in common with those men in stately robes and crowns of gold. I did not relate to the shepherds—growing up in Iowa doesn’t guarantee having a clue what to do if set in a field to watch over flocks by night! I did not feel that I had anything in common with Mary and Joseph, either—no angels had ever come and told me what to do with my life!

Another element about the presence of the magi that I would not have had to acknowledge as a Caucasian person in a majority Caucasian culture is that in many depictions of the magi at the manger, the magi did not look like me. In talking about this a couple of weeks ago with a group of Westminster members, an African-American member talked about how much he appreciated the presence of the magi in the manger scene. As a child, he noticed that they were the only black people there—and he also got the message that Jesus is for everyone.

But now I feel a kind of affection for the magi, because we have something in common: we, the magi and I, had to choose to believe in Jesus.

This is something we church folks don’t often talk about, but as Christians we have a distinctive opportunity in that our faith—being people who are open to an epiphany—it a choice. We have to intentionally, deliberately, and freely choose Jesus. We do not have an inherent ethnic or cultural commitment to our religious tradition in the way that Native Americans, and Jews, and Tibetans do. Many present day Christians have our faith from our ancestors, but in places where the majority of the world’s Christians live, their heritage is one from a colonial past. All Christians today have to wake up each morning and decide, I will go by another route.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer was a Christian who chose to go by another route. You have probably heard his name from this pulpit before, and there is good reason. Bonhoeffer was a pastor in Germany who opposed Hitler. He was killed in a concentration camp in April of 1945, just two weeks before it was liberated.  His letters and writings from that time are precious witnesses to all Christians about the reality of going by another route; he was a mid-century magi, who could have stayed in the hallowed halls of academia or the church or could have simply stayed in England in the late 1930s when he had the chance. Bonhoeffer wrote: God turns toward the very places from which humans tend to turn away….if we wish to take part in this…Christmas event, then we cannot simply be bystanders or onlookers, as if we were at the theater, enjoying all the cheerful images. No, we ourselves are swept up in the action there….we have to play our part too on this stage, for the spectator is already an actor.”

The magi had many choices on their journey. They could have stayed home. They could have ignored that ridiculously bright star. They could have done what Herod asked. But their epiphany was too powerful, maybe to them exactly because the child didn’t seem powerful at all. The magi let themselves be led by the star, but where they went and what they did after they found the manger was a choice by faith. They may have started out as spectators, but being actors was their call. 

In the increasing secularization of Christmas, we Christians really have to work at making Christmas a journey to and about Jesus. Then we have the next step: as a Westminster trustee put it, “the magi made a choice after their epiphany that would forever change their lives. So, you and I have encountered Christ at Christmas, how has this changed us?”

For this opportunity, we give thanks to God. Amen.
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