GOLD, CIRCUMSTANCE, AND MUD

Matthew 2:1-12
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A young father came home from work one evening tired and beat.  It was just a few days before Christmas and the year end rush at the office along with all the extra preparations of the season had worn down his spirit.  He just wanted some peace and quiet. 
But, as luck would have it, his children had been making some preparations of their own.  They begged him to let them perform for him their very own Christmas pageant.  They had come up with it on their own, without help from Mom.  They had made their costumes and props from their own things or items they found around the house.  
Since there were only three of them, they had to take several parts each.  When they came to the part about the wise men, the oldest (acting also as narrator) said, "And they offered him gifts - gold, circumstance, and mud!

Isn’t that how God comes to us?  In the midst of our gold, circumstance, and mud?

For, what have we that does not come from God or is not made possible by God?  Are we clear in our Christmas gift-giving that the true name on the tag is "Jesus"?  Gold was a gift at the first Christmas to indicate that even our most precious possessions are under the lordship of the Christ Child and really do belong to Him.  Gold represents all the things of this world which we cherish and value and fight for and grip so tightly.  Gold is the symbol of most forms of worldly success and power and status.   Giving our gold over to Christ frees us to receive His love and forgiveness and kindness.  Giving unto Christ those things we think are so important frees us to serve and love.  This is why Jesus challenges the rich young ruler to sell all that he owns, give the money to the poor and come follow. Sooner or later, what ever we most value that is not God will be claimed by our Lord and we will be challenged to place it under the lordship of Christ. As Jesus would say later, “one cannot serve two masters.”   Giving our gold to Christ is an act of discipleship honoring our true master.

Further, what circumstance can befall us - in what time or place can we find ourselves - in which we dare to say God is not there? 

For it is not only when we have our best foot forward, our finest clothes, our prettiest face, our most confident smile that God finds us.  God is with us in the midst of embarrassment - shame - anger - deception - disappointment - confusion - pain.  Were not all of these present in one form or another for the Holy family in the events surrounding Jesus' birth?  Mary knew not the full meaning of the angel's words, Joseph was perplexed, they feared for their lives at the mad power of King Herod.  The wise men must’ve marveled that they traveled so far, only to find the Hope of the World tucked into the hay of a humble cattle shed in an out-of-the-way town of Judea.

But God is like that.  God enters into our lives in the most surprising ways.  No circumstance is beyond or beneath Him. 

Poet Elie Weisel survived the Nazi concentration camps.  He tells of an episode in which a young Jewish boy was caught in some minor offense.  The commandant ordered the boy to be hung as an example as all the other prisoners watched in horror.  Out of the grim silence a lone voice muttered to all who had any faith left, “Where is your God now?”   Came the answer, “He is there hanging on those gallows.”

Where can I go from your spirit? Or where can I flee from your presence?

If I ascend to heaven, you are there; if I make my bed in Sheol, you are there.

If I take the wings of the morning and settle at the farthest limits of the sea, even there your hand shall lead me, and your right hand shall hold me fast.

If I say, “Surely the darkness shall cover me and the light around me become night,” even the darkness is not dark to you; the night is as bright as the day, for darkness is as light to you.   Psalm 139
And finally, what sin can we commit against one another or ourselves that is greater than the power of God to find us and save us?  No matter how deep we wade into the mud - no matter how soiled we become - no matter how broken or faded or jaded we may be from our own sin and the sin of others ... God is stronger.  God offers a forgiveness that does not tarnish or blow a fuse or wear out!  The waters of the Holy Spirit are ever fresh to cleanse the hearts of children who have lost their way.  God offers us a place at the table!  All we have to do is humbly take it.

Probably, our biggest mistake is that we domesticate Christmas and Christ.  We want to wrap Him up like a neat package under a tastefully decorated tree in the midst of twinkling lights and holiday treats.  But God will not be so easily handled!

God keeps on barging in, breaking out, popping up, finding us in all sorts of circumstances, demanding our all, yet giving us strength and goodness beyond our wildest dreams!   God keeps taking the raw material of our imperfect lives and turning us into new creatures!  He is a light to our darkness!  He is the Light of the world!















   

My Dad had any number of ways of waking us up in the morning. When we were old enough, we were expected to use alarm clocks and tend to our own morning routine in time to be present and accounted for at the breakfast table.  Mealtimes were sacred in my family. You did not miss them.  Mother would ring a cow bell 5 minutes before the meal was ready and you knew to head for the table to avoid being late.  I still blush to think of the laughs of my friends at our family's regimentation.  It was embarrassing then; but now, I realize it was the way Dad had of holding us together, of keeping us in touch, of combating the drift and neglect that plagues so many families.

    
By far the most common morning call was "Rise and shine!"  I used to groan at those words - wishing for a few more moments of sleep. But I knew it would be worse to ignore that call!  As I look back, I now perceive more in those words than I did then. Dad said them in such a way as to imply that I had a reason to get up ... a new day to greet ... things to accomplish ... something to offer life.  It was a challenge filled with hope and opportunity.  Whatever yesterday had given, today was new.  The darkness and nightmares and fatigue of the night had passed. The sun was rising ... the morning dawned fresh and clean.

Pastor and author Bruce Larson tells a remarkable story about Cardinal Sin of the Philippines.  When he was a bishop he had to check out a young woman's claim that she had seen a vision of Jesus.

"My dear, I hear that you see and talk with Jesus.  Next time you see him, would you please ask him what sin I committed when I was a young seminarian?"

When the woman returned to visit again, the bishop asked her, "Did you ask Christ about the sin I committed as a young man?"


"Yes, I did."

"What was His reply?"


"His reply was, 'I don't remember!'"


Epiphany ... a new year ... God's light shining through the cross of Christ has wiped clean the slate and given us a fresh start.

So, rise ... shine.  Your light has come.

And the darkness cannot overcome it!        AMEN.

