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Rev. Sarah A. Colwill
Matthew 2:1-12

“Our Light Has Come!”

This morning we are celebrating Epiphany:  the Christian holiday where we mark

the incarnation of God in the world; the manifestation of God’s real presence born in the

person of Jesus Christ.  We read the familiar coming of the Magi to Bethlehem, who

have traveled to greet the child with gifts and to worship this King of the Jews. God’s

manifestation is being made known. We associate this holiday with light:  and

acknowledge that Christ is the light of the world – the whole world – who has come to

reveal God’s grace into the world’s shadows and God’s hope into the world’s despair.

It’s significant to note that this story of the Magi takes place only in Matthew’s

gospel.  He began with a genealogy – noting the importance of Jesus coming from the

lineage of David, just like the prophets foretold, just precisely how their promised

Jewish king was supposed to come.  Next Matthew records that Mary is pregnant with

the Holy Spirit and the angel Gabriel comes to Joseph, encouraging him not to dismiss

her as he had planned, but to remain engaged with her.  The child, Jesus is born without

much fanfare, and then we have this story of the Magi.  While our crèche and manger

scenes often have the Magi crowding in there with the shepherds in the stable in

Bethlehem, these Magi don’t appear in Luke’s gospel with the shepherds, and the

shepherds aren’t here in Matthew.  The Magi show up at a house, and Jesus is probably

toddling around by the time they arrive.
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Matthew spends just two chapters setting the stage for Jesus’ adult mission and

ministry.  But even within its brevity, there are two important points that are conveyed.

First, that Jesus is the promised King of the Jews.  His lineage is right there in the

beginning of chapter one with a list of names that goes from Abraham to David to

Joseph.  We have the Magi who say that they have seen the star – a star that is indicative

of the birth of the King of the Jews.  So they travel to the center of Judaism, Jerusalem,

and ask the religious leaders and people there where this King of the Jews is supposed

to be born.  Relying on the words of the prophet Micah, the Jews in Jerusalem direct the

Magi to Bethlehem, where they find him with his mother, Mary. The author wants us to

be sure we know that this is the Messiah, the one of whom the prophets foretold.  This

birth of the Christ child lines up with what our faith and our God has been promising.

This is God making true on God’s promises.

The Second important point that Matthew’s text emphasizes is that this birth, this

incarnation, this light is for the whole world, for all the people, not just for the Jews.

These Magi come and go rather quickly:  they are not players in this story of Jesus’

ministry and mission.  Their significance lies in the fact that they are strangers,

foreigners, from some far off place, living in some unknown land, and they, too, know

about this birth.  Using their talents and gifts:  the ability to read stars – God has

revealed this birth of the King of the Jews to them.  Not using the prophets or oral

tradition or religious heritage; they didn’t read about Isaiah or Micah; they didn’t know

to expect him to be born in Bethlehem and raised in Nazareth. Even so, even so, God
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revealed to them through a star that the King of the Jews was born.  And something

within them stirred to the point that they packed up camp and started walking.  Their

longing for salvation, for God’s presence, for the incarnation urged them to go and

search diligently for this child and worship him with bowed knees and gifts fit for a

king.

It’s typical in our culture to imagine three men with their three boxes of gifts, but

I prefer the image that is the artwork on the cover of the bulletin, painted by James

Tissot, a 19th century French painter who titled this, The Journey of the Magi.  Rather

than three men going on a weekend getaway, this picture portrays the magnitude and

importance of this journey.  This community of people has invested time and resources

into this venture to find this newborn king.

In the birth of Jesus Christ, God’s presence in incarnate in the world.  The light of

the world has come to shine in deep darkness.  This light is for the whole world:  Not

only is this a fulfillment of prophecy, the end of a waiting that has been endured with

patience, but this light is for people who know nothing about Judaism and have never

heard stories of the prophets. In these first two chapters of Matthew, we are assured of

the fulfillment of prophecy, but God’s grace and presence is also unbound and

unleashed, spilling out into the world in strange places and to unknown people.  Christ’s

birth follows the predictable pattern, but at the same time is not bound by a certain

group of people or certain places.
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We are embarking on a new year together:  As your pastor I am excited to be

leading us into 2015 as we search for God’s path for our congregation, as we seek to

shine the light of Christ in Plymouth Meeting and throughout the world.  I am your third

pastor in just as many years to be starting a new year with you, so by now you are used

to changes in pastoral leadership.  There are things I will do that you will like.  There

are things I will do that you will dislike.  Some of you are thrilled that your new pastor

is wearing a robe to lead worship, others of you are annoyed, and that’s okay. We are

not going to agree on everything, hopefully we can agree on some things, but I truly

believe that the opportunity for us to be engaged in ministry together is a gift that God

has given us, and we would be wise to care for the opportunity, to nurture it, to be

invested in it, and to be open to God’s continued guidance.  Just as I trust God has

brought us together I believe God will continue to guide us as we seek to shine the light

of Christ as this particular congregation.

We know that the church as an institution has fallen on hard times. Just a walk

down the hall and the pictures that line the walls tell a story that is different than our

reality today:  packed sanctuaries and booming Sunday school programs; bottom lines

that no one worried about because the offering plates overflowed.  We read statistics

about young adults and their apathy for the church, turning to non-profits to do their

volunteer time and “being a good person” sufficing for faithful obedience. Those tell-

tales ways of getting people to church – a congregation in their neighborhood, an
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invitation by a neighbor, a good Sunday school program – don’t work as well as they

used to. The church as it was a few decades ago is not the church of today.

Perhaps not that dissimilar from 4th century Jerusalem, perhaps God is up to

something new.  Not a break from the old, not a separation from the past, not an ending

of one thing and the beginning of an entirely different thing – but perhaps God is up to

something new.  God’s light was revealed in an unfamiliar way, an untraditional way –

a star, dotting the far-off, eastern sky. God chose to reveal the birth of Christ using

something familiar to those Magi – they were readers of the stars, after all – but totally

new and unheard of to those in Jerusalem.

The light of the world has come, for all people!  Our light has come!  And as we

venture into being church in 2015, we are wise to remember this story of the Magi – that

perhaps God is up to something new; not to discredit or deem invalid our tried and true

ways of being the church – but perhaps we are being called to look to the skies, too, to

dream big dreams and see big visions for ways that God is revealing the light of Christ

to the world.

Just because church membership is waning and institutional, mainline churches

are in decline does not mean that the light of Christ doesn’t shine.  Let’s not conflate a

drop in membership with the relevance of being the church in the world today, or worse

yet, God’s active presence in the world today. God continues to break into our world

with hope and second chances, with forgiveness and reconciliation, with peace and

compassion.  As the church, our challenge is to find those places where God’s activity is
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taking place and engage those people and those situations.  The church is as relevant

today as ever, but not because of our programs and way of doing business – it’s because

of the world’s need for the light of Christ to shine in the shadows and our human need

to experience God’s divine presence in our own personal lives.

The church continues to be consecrated and blessed to be the community of

believers – brothers and sisters in Christ who read scripture together, worship together,

love one another, share resources with each other, reach out to the world with

compassion and care.  It is a place where our spiritual lives are nourished and deepened

and we discover where God needs to use us in the world.  So what about this new thing

that God is doing?  What about this new star that is rising off in strange lands?

I was born and raised in the Presbyterian church, and because pastors are

members of Presbyteries and not churches, I only ever belonged to one church:

Eastminster Presbyterian Church in York, Pennsylvania.  My family started attending

when I was 3.  I attended Sunday school and youth group, sang in the youth choir and

played the bells.  As I struggled elsewhere to be secure in who I was, church was the

one place where I knew I was a child of God and that Jesus was calling me to follow

him in my life.  Church was the one place where I knew my identity, and I experienced

the gifts of my faith – a loving family that showed me grace and accepted my faults,

who would laugh with me and help me discover my path in life.  Traditional church

worked for me.
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In this morning’s story, I am firmly planted with the people in Jerusalem.  I am

one of the faithful who read the scriptures, attended worship, and lived a devout life.  So

when these Magi show up, I’m scared, too.  It wasn’t just Herod who was fearful in our

reading, but all of Jerusalem with him.  That’s me, too.  I like traditional church, it

works for me, it’s why I became a pastor, and quite frankly, it’s my livelihood.  The

newness of God’s revelation taking place outside the church (outside Jerusalem) is a bit

daunting.  We don’t quite know what to do with these Magi – they speak in a strange

language, wear different clothes, and eat strange foods. We may be tempted to dismiss

their story; to discredit that God would actually come to them without us, in a new way.

I had the opportunity to work with some of these Magi, that I knew more casually

as college students.  But they do talk funny, dress funny, and eat funny.  I spent a year

and a half serving the Wesley Foundation, which is a United Methodist-based ministry

that runs Open Door Christian Community, a campus ministry at Drexel University in

University City. While Sunday morning worship at a local church is of course always

an option, our ministry met Tuesday nights for worship on campus.  I learned from these

students and my time with Open Door many things – first, social media is important, but

it is not going to save the church.  Second, young adults are not loyal to certain

denominations, but are looking instead for a community that fits their values and needs.

Next, younger generations are more tolerant of diversity and more than that, usually

prefer diversity over uniformity.  Most of my students wanted the freedom to believe

what they believed, but were comfortable being around people who thought differently
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than they.  They also preferred a variety of ethnicities and races, with the thought being

that our differences enhanced our worshipping together rather than took away from it.

This is just one group of Magi out there – there are many for whom the traditional

way of being church won’t be their path to joining a congregation, but people who are

experiencing God’s light nonetheless.  Young adults, people who claim to be spiritual

but not religious, those who think the church is too dogmatic, those who believe the

church is too liberal, those who believe the church is too conservative, those who are

homeless or have a criminal record or are divorced and feel like they just don’t belong,

those who feel abandoned by God and think coming here is hypocrisy. There are many

“Magi” out there – people who don’t easily or naturally come to Sunday morning

worship, but who will experience God’s divine presence and have a longing to search

for the Light of the World.

And so – faithful members and guest of Church on the Mall, we begin this New

Year together, seeking to be the church in today’s world – one that uplifts the tried and

true faithfulness of the prophets and traditions, and one that uplifts the new ways that

God is revealing the light of Christ to the world. I will disappoint you right away and

tell you that I don’t have all the answers, but I know you don’t either.  So we will be

diligent in reading Scripture together, in being open to the new ways God is calling us to

shine the light of Christ to our neighbors.  We will be kind and careful with one another,

being willing to disagree but not compromising our love and respect for each other.  We

will gather month after month after month around this table – Christ’s table,
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remembering the one who gives us our identity and our mission, eating the bread and

drinking the cup so we can be filled with his presence and sent as his missionaries into

the world. Let’s look ahead to this New Year with great hope and anticipation – with

our eyes gazing at the sky, dreaming big dreams and seeing big visions for ways God

can use us in the world. Thanks be to God. Amen.


