3rd January 2010
Encountering the Bright Morning Star
Readings: 

Isaiah 60:1-6
The Glory of Zion

 1 "Arise, shine, for your light has come,
       and the glory of the LORD rises upon you. 

 2 See, darkness covers the earth
       and thick darkness is over the peoples,
       but the LORD rises upon you
       and his glory appears over you. 

 3 Nations will come to your light,
       and kings to the brightness of your dawn. 

 4 "Lift up your eyes and look about you:
       All assemble and come to you;
       your sons come from afar,
       and your daughters are carried on the arm. 

 5 Then you will look and be radiant,
       your heart will throb and swell with joy;
       the wealth on the seas will be brought to you,
       to you the riches of the nations will come. 

 6 Herds of camels will cover your land,
       young camels of Midian and Ephah.
       And all from Sheba will come,
       bearing gold and incense
       and proclaiming the praise of the LORD.

Matthew 2:1-12
The Visit of the Magi

 1After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to Jerusalem 2and asked, "Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews? We saw his star in the east and have come to worship him." 

 3When King Herod heard this he was disturbed, and all Jerusalem with him. 4When he had called together all the people's chief priests and teachers of the law, he asked them where the Christ was to be born. 5"In Bethlehem in Judea," they replied, "for this is what the prophet has written:
 6" 'But you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah,
      are by no means least among the rulers of Judah;
   for out of you will come a ruler
      who will be the shepherd of my people Israel.'" 

 7Then Herod called the Magi secretly and found out from them the exact time the star had appeared. 8He sent them to Bethlehem and said, "Go and make a careful search for the child. As soon as you find him, report to me, so that I too may go and worship him." 

 9After they had heard the king, they went on their way, and the star they had seen in the east went ahead of them until it stopped over the place where the child was. 10When they saw the star, they were overjoyed. 11On coming to the house, they saw the child with his mother Mary, and they bowed down and worshiped him. Then they opened their treasures and presented him with gifts of gold and of incense and of myrrh. 12And having been warned in a dream not to go back to Herod, they returned to their country by another route.

Sermon
Six months ago (almost to the day) I just popped out for a very short journey on my bicycle.  The sun was shining, I was going to be stuck in the cathedral for a few of hours later that day, and I thought I would grab the opportunity - and here I am, six months later, effectively still on that journey.  It was only going to take twenty-five minutes and then it would have been completely forgotten.  With all that was planned for the weekend (Andy's ordination, Europa, and all that stuff) a short blast on the bike was so insignificant. 

  

Of course, I slipped, ended up in hospital and the journey is still ongoing - and is definitely one that I will now remember. 

  

So what perfectly normal, innocent, sensible, routine plans do you all have for 2010?  Three days in, the plan probably hasn't changed much, but what will be our reflections in another three hundred and sixty two days? 

  

Ten days ago we celebrated the birth of a child - something ordinary and commonplace enough, and an event experienced by millions of people before and since.  And yet we still remember, it's a birth that stands out as different from all the others.  It has, quite unexpectedly, changed everything - for everyone. 

  

The reading this morning tells us about the Magi, who must have set out on their journey with some expectation of finding something or someone significant, but can they really have had any idea how it would change them?  For a start, in a simple and rather practical way, Matthew records, "having been warned in a dream not to go back to Herod, they returned to their country by another route."  No sooner had they met Jesus than they were having to change their plans, change the route they thought they would be taking. 

  

And that's rather typical of any encounter with Jesus. 

  

Thirty years later, a couple of the first disciples had no plans to go out fishing again - until Jesus told them to make just one more trip.  One disciple had just set out for an ordinary day at the tax office - but never completed that day's work.  These were all people for whom it should have just been another ordinary day, a routine journey - but, as Gabriel said to Mary, 'Nothing is impossible with God.'  God can't do nothing - whenever he's around, things happen.  And guess what, he's still here, he's still around, and something will happen to all of us who journey with him.  'Nothing' is just impossible. 

  

It's like the sun rising in the morning.  We heard from Isaiah, "Darkness covers the earth, but the Lord rises upon you and his glory appears."  When the sun rises, it can't help but dispel the darkness - it's just the way of things.  And it's just the way of God to transform, change, poke and prod, move us on, surprise us all - and so the journey is never quite as we might have anticipated.  There's the potential, just around the corner, just over the brow of the next hill, for something of huge significance to appear just as we're thinking that everything is rather ordinary or routine. 

  

The trouble is, that potential depends on our willingness or our reluctance to travel. 

  

Just as that bike ride six months ago could have been so ordinary that it would have been forgotten, or not even undertaken, so there lies the possibility that the journey to the child in Bethlehem, and our journey through 2010, turn out to be rather ordinary - nothing much happening, no encounter with the living God.  And what a pity that would be. 

  

The Magi might not have known everything, but they were at least seeking for an adventure and willing to travel - so much so that they noticed the star, they heeded their dreams, they undertook the hardship of the journey, they offered what gifts they could.  And all this from the most unlikely people to have become involved in the story. 

  

And they represent everyone here this morning. 

  

Many paintings you see of the Magi show three kings, but often very different kings - one old, one in the prime of life and one quite young; one black, one eastern and one more Mediterranean.  They're painted like that in order to represent everybody.  Jesus isn't here to guide the folk who already know him, or for the people who are really holy - he came for everyone.  And it wasn't just the three Magi whom God sent home by another way - it happens to all of us. 

  

If you think about the Christmas story from start to finish, there's a huge amount of travelling involved, and many unexpected turns.  Mary went to visit Elizabeth, then she came home, travelled to Bethlehem, then on to Egypt - after the Magi have travelled a long way themselves.  Later, Mary and Joseph returned, and finally settled in Galilee - although the story doesn't even end there.  All these journeys were unplanned and turned out to be far from routine. 

  

But everyone was willing to travel, to journey.  It's not for nothing that Christians were first called 'followers of the way', and later, 'pilgrims'. 

  

In sharp contrast, when Jesus was born, the religious centre of the universe was just six miles away.  All of the religious scholarship in the world at that time was concentrated in Jerusalem, and yet not one religious leader went the few miles (from here to Sudbury) to search for the truth in Bethlehem.  Revelation, finding truth, takes effort and always involves travel. 

  

I don't rate New Year's resolutions very highly, but if you're going to pursue one, let it be that you will be more adventurous this year, seeking God more honestly and wholeheartedly, that you would be willing to accept that the unexpected that might pop over the horizon at any moment.  Join the Lent course starting next month, read a chapter of the Bible every day, pray two minutes longer, do something for God that frightens you a little, next time you say, 'They ought...' do it yourself.  However unlikely a participant in the story you might think you are, join in.  There's no better plan to follow - even though it will take you home by another way. 

  

I've said this lots before, but I've seen so much research in the last year that says one of the biggest stumbling blocks for non-Christians is the way Christians behave - and it' so disheartening.  The problem seems to be that we tell the story of a God who comes from heaven and journeys with is - but then we stay put, we don't seem to join in the adventure, we say that we've met Jesus, but then don't walk home by another way. 

  

I had an email last week from the Archdeacon of Wiltshire - he was just back from racing across the Atlantic on the very same boat that I was on two years ago.  We have yet to compare notes, but it was clearly as great an adventure for him as it was for me.  His message came as I was thinking about the Magi and it reminded me of the importance of having a star to follow when sailing at night - which can be quite unnerving when there are no other lights around at all. 

  

When we were helming in the dark, the skipper hated us using the compass - it was too close, you needed to see further ahead to steer straight, but if all ahead is dark, you just end up going round in circles or zigzagging hopelessly.  Like the Magi, the trick was to find a star to steer by.  We all needed that star to save us from making up our course as we went along - we all knew that simply going by what felt right to us wasn't good enough. 

  

Right at the end of the Bible, Jesus says (Rev 22:16), "I have sent my angel to give you this testimony for the churches. I am the bright Morning Star." 

  

I have no idea where that star will lead you this year, only that we should end up in a different place from where we might have expected.  That can be a bit unsettling, but we should take courage that Jesus is the only one who is real enough, true enough, bright enough, to keep us heading in the direction that leads safely home - and if we steer by that bright Morning Star, others will see that we have the courage and faith the travel in a new direction, and they might just follow the star too.  Then we really would have peace on earth. 
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