Today is Epiphany, the 12th and final day of Christmas.  Now my guess is that most of us have moved on from Christmas.  My guess is that the McGregor family is probably one of the few families that are taking down our Christmas decorations today.  We are now well beyond hearing any Christmas music on the radio or on whatever device you use to listen to music.  
Epiphany is the Sunday of light and it is the day we recognize the coming of the Wise Men.  Now we don’t know when the men arrived to see Jesus after his birth.  It was most likely close to 2 years before they arrived.  We also don’t know how many of them there were.  Tradition has 3 of them, after the sermon we will sing about 3 kings, but the Scripture doesn’t say that.  It only records three gifts.

So who were these so called “Wise Men or Magi which is the Greek word for them?”  Most likely they were men from Persia which would be modern day Iraq or Iran.  They were probably astrologers.  Some say they were kings based on Isaiah’s words in the Old Testament passage about kings being drawn to the brightness of a star.  Either way we have a story of God using people who were outside the community to reveal the presence of the birth of the Messiah to people living in Jerusalem.  
I was recently talking to my brother Jimmy over the Christmas holidays.  Jimmy used to work in corporate America and traveled all over the world with his job but then he took early retirement and felt led by God to work in his local church.  When he traveled all over the world he encountered people from Europe, Japan, Malaysia, Saudi Arabia, as well as people from across the US.  He is now seeking to do ministry to men in his local church in Houston, Texas.  
I asked Jimmy what has surprised him or been a challenge to him from moving from corporate America to working in a local church.  One of the things he said to me that he missed in his new job is coming in contact with a diverse group of people with different religious backgrounds.  He was learning to adjust from talking to the bell hop in Malaysia who was a different race and religion to working with a relatively homogenous group of Caucasian Presbyterian Christians in a Houston suburb.

It seems to me that if we take this story seriously of God using a group of Middle Eastern men who are astrologers or kings to direct people to the arrival of Christ into the world, then maybe we today need to get out of our box of who we associate with and who we think God can use to reveal who Christ is.  
Maybe we need to expand our reach of who we think can teach us something about who Christ is and what Christ is doing in the world.  Maybe we need to listen to some new voices that may be able to direct us to where Christ is at work in the world.  
These Middle Eastern men are pretty amazing if we look at this story once again.  These Wise Men from Persia come to Jerusalem and they ask, “Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews?  For we observed his star at its rising and we have come to pay him homage.”  
These guys march right into the center of King Herod’s territory and announce that they are coming to pay homage to a different king.  We can imagine that King Herod does not take a liking to this act of defiance.  When the most powerful man in the region, King Herod, hears about these wise men coming into Jerusalem to find a new king he becomes very scared.  Herod’s fear starts to spread throughout Jerusalem.  
This fear is like a virus.  Herod gets scared and pretty soon this fear is transferred to another and then to another and then to another and pretty soon all of Jerusalem is scared because Herod is scared.  And Herod, after all, was someone who murdered his own sons because he was paranoid that they would take over his throne, he murdered one of his wives, and Herod killed countless others who opposed him.  Herod was one of the most violent leaders of all time.  God did not choose a very good time for Jesus to be born.    
Herod then goes to the religious authorities and asks them for their official interpretation of what is going on.  These scribes and priests tell Herod that Micah in the Old Testament predicted that a Messiah would be born in Bethlehem.  Herod calls these wise men to him and tries to find out where this is happening.  Herod tells these wise men to find the child and report back to him.  
But unlike what he says, Herod has no interest in worshipping this new king.  Herod wants to destroy this king.  So these wise men set out on their journey and they make it to Bethlehem where the text says they were overwhelmed with joy when they found the Christ child.  They knelt down and they paid him homage.  They brought gifts which they shared with the family.

Now these men were told by the powerful King Herod that they were to report back to Herod when they found this new king.  But these Middle Eastern men defied the king.  They knew that he was not interested in serving this new king but instead wanted to destroy him.  As a result these wise men returned home via a different route so that they would not have to reveal anything to Herod.
But Herod’s fear of this new king does not go away.  When Herod realizes that he was tricked by the wise men, he is furious.  He responds to his anger by ordering the killing of every male child in and around Bethlehem who is 2 years old and younger.  In the telling of Herod’s action, the gospel writer Matthew quotes from the Old Testament prophet Jeremiah about how Rachel weeps for her children because they are no more.

So the question again for us becomes.  Who were these so called Wise Men?  These Wise Men were people from the outside who came into the community of the insiders and directed them to the Christ that was about 9 miles away.  9 miles is the distance from Jerusalem to Bethlehem.
That is interesting to think about today.  I have been wondering who the outsiders are that we need to allow to show us where the Christ is in our midst that maybe we are missing?  Could it be that the presence of Christ is deeply in your life, present and active in your family, present and active in this church but because we are focused on the wrong things we are missing where Christ is?  
Could it be that there are people and voices and eyes from the outside that have something to tell you and me and to show us?  Could it be that you are the voice from the outside and your see the presence of Christ that you need to help someone else to see?  Could it be that you are the voice and that you are the witness to seeing Christ that maybe someone else is missing because they are looking the wrong way?  
While I was working on this sermon I read a church newsletter that comes to me from another congregation.  In this newsletter a committee chairperson reported that growing their membership was their top priority so that they could survive as a congregation.  I read that and I asked myself, “is that how the Messiah is revealed today?”  
Is this church I read about so focused on survival that they are missing the presence of Christ in their midst?  Or could it be that this church I read about is expecting to find Christ in Jerusalem but Christ is really found down the road in Bethlehem?  Maybe they need to not be so focused on their own survival but instead focused on finding the presence of Christ which may be found in a different place than where they are looking?  Could it be that churches are so focused on their own survival that they are missing finding the Christ who is 9 miles away like Bethlehem is to Jerusalem?  

Today we have read a story of brave wise men that travel a great distance across a desert and into the kingdom of a powerful and murderous king and announced that they have come to worship a new king.  Again, these wise men show up probably two years or so after the birth of the Christ child.  
Could it be that maybe Mary and Joseph were beginning to doubt after a while if this child in their midst was anything special and that these wise men from far away helped to show them that Christ was indeed in their midst?
Maybe we are in the situation that Mary and Joseph may have been finding themselves in.  Maybe we experienced the presence of Christ in our past but maybe over time we have begun to doubt if he is around much anymore.  Maybe we have begun to become jaded that Christ does much in our life anymore.  Maybe the transformation that we once saw we don’t see much anymore.  Maybe we even doubt if Christ is real anymore.  Or maybe you find yourselves around some people who are going through these types of crises in faith.

If we find ourselves in these situations, maybe there are some wise people who have something to teach us.  Maybe there are some outsiders who know more about where to find the Christ child than those of us who are fearful like Herod?  Maybe we need to be finding inspiration from the wise men and women like these astrologers or kings who can point out the Christ in our midst.  Maybe we are looking in the wrong places for the presence of Christ.
I wish I could tell you who these wise men and women are today.  They may be young.  They may be old.  They may look very different than you.  They may be someone who has recently come into your life or about to come into your life.  Maybe you are the wise person who has come into the presence of folks who need to hear what you have to share.

But it seems to me that Epiphany is a time when we are called upon to pay attention to the people who may be pointing out the presence of Christ in our midst.  

Or maybe there are some people who are telling us that we are looking in the wrong places and we need to open ourselves up to new places to find the Christ. 
Are we listening to them and are we searching?   AMEN.         
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++   
-Saterlee, Craig, http://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?lect_date=1/6/2013&tab=4
-Text:  Matthew 2:1-12

-Given:  January 6, 2013

Prayer of Confession


We search for your light, O God of Wonder, but too often end up settling for the dimness of temptation. Our motives for seeking to find Christ are not always pure, for we expect him to fulfill our desires, rather than your hopes for us. We want the gifts of wealth, health, success, fulfillment, rather than those of servanthood, of compassion, of peace.
Forgive us, Great God of Wisdom, that we are so foolish to put our needs ahead of your grace. Help us to be like those wise people of so long ago, who found hope, instead of a destination; who found grace, instead of gratitude; who found salvation, instead of a sign. As we journey with your Son, our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ, fill us with the light of your joy and love.
Prayers of the People
We have heard of your grace, O God who shapes the stars, from those set free from injustice;
from our children who whisper of your joy; from greeters of dawn's fresh start; from late risers
who listen to the stories of the needy.

We pray, O God of Light, for you to illumine the shadows of our lives which can show
the path to your  heart; which can point the way to where we become servants of the your gospel.

We have heard of your promised peace which can end war as well as heal our hearts;
that peace which can conquer our fears, and flood us with faith; that peace which can enter our lives
and overwhelm us with hope.  We pray for that peace to guide us and convict us to seek your will on earth.
