4th January 2009

Matthew 2.1-12; Isaiah 60.1-6

As a family we saw the New Year in on Holy Island in Northumberland - a place where quite a number of us are going to in May as a church. We were staying with our good friends Barry and Hazel Hutchinson – Barry is the URC Minister on the island. Part of their northern tradition is first footing and they asked me to be the first person to cross the threshold of their home on New Year's Day and be a bringer of good fortune for the coming year. The first-footer is traditionally a tall, dark-haired male. I know I’m going grey but I just managed to pass the test. And I was the one to wish them health, wealth and happiness.

This time of year many people are making resolutions for the New Year, setting out a new programme, a new lifestyle, a new fitness regime. Many have hopes for the New Year. Maybe it involves health wealth and happiness. Many have decisions to make; many are looking for new directions, new opportunities.

I’m going to use the Journey of the Magi to offer you some pointers in all your deliberations and journeys that you seek to undertake this year.
First of all the Magi set out to follow a star: they were seekers after truth, after god, after purpose and meaning.
God is found in the moments of wonder that make us stop and ponder the mystery.

What have been our own ‘awakening moments’ of wonder that have led us deeper into mystery/

Barrack Obama will soon be the man of the moment when he is inaugurated as the first black president of the United States in a week’s time. In an article I recently read he describes how he was awakened to the Christian faith. He was working as a community organizer for a group of Christian churches when he confronted his spiritual dilemma. This is how he described it:

The Christians who I worked with recognized themselves in me. They saw that I knew their Book and that I shared their values and sang their songs. But they sensed that a part of me remained removed, detached, that I was an observer in their midst.
And in time I came to realize that something was missing as well- that a vessel for my beliefs, without a commitment to a particular community of faith, at some level I would always remain apart, and alone. And if it weren’t for the particular attributes of the black church I may have accepted this fate. But as the months passed in Chicago I found myself drawn – not just to work with the churches, but to be in the church.

For one thing, I believed and still believe in the power of the African-American religious tradition to spur social change. Because of its past, the black church understands in an intimate way the biblical call to feed the hungry and cloth the naked and challenge the powers and principalities. And in its historical struggles for freedom and the rights of man I was able to see faith as more than just a comfort to the weary or a hedge against death, but rather as an active, palpable agent in the world. As a source of hope.

And perhaps it was out of this intimate knowledge of hardship – the grounding of faith in struggle – that the church offered me a second insight, one that I think is important to emphasize today: faith doesn’t mean that you don’t have doubts.

You need to come to church in the first place precisely because you are first of this world, not apart from it. You need to embrace Christ precisely because you have sins to wash away – because you are human and need an ally in this difficult journey.

It was because of these newfound understandings that I was finally able to walk down the aisle of Trinity United Church of Christ one day and affirm my Christian faith. It came about as a choice, and not an epiphany. I didn’t fall out in church. The questions I had didn’t magically disappear. But kneeling beneath the cross in that church, I felt that I heard God’s Spirit beckoning me. I submitted myself to his will, and dedicated myself to discovering his truth.’
The magi followed a star. What have been our ‘awakening moments’ of wonder that have led us deeper into mystery

Secondly, the star’s light was seen in the darkness; in their darker moments they trusted that the light was still to be found.

How have we experienced the dark? Where and how did we recognise the light? 
Sometimes at the darkest moments in our lives we find the light that keeps us going. It may be expressed through the love and concern of others, it may be a word from scripture, and it may be a deep truth reinforced.
Christine Ohurougu, one of our gold medallists at last year’s Olympics, describes in this month’s Reform magazine the dark days of being banned from athletics for missing three drug tests. Her Christian faith helped her through those dark times when people branded her a drug cheat. . 
‘It’s important to remember who you are in the eyes of God and no-one can change that’ she says. ‘It’s important not to be influenced by what people say, because it doesn’t really matter. You mustn’t get your views of yourself from what other people say. It’s hard, but I always come back to that when things upset me. Even in the darkest times I could always see some light.’

One of her favourite Biblical texts is Romans 8 verses 31-32: ‘what shall we say to these things? If God is for us, who can be against us?’

The star’s light was seen in darkness.
Thirdly the Magi asked questions when they were lost;

Continuing to try and make sense of where they were and where they were being led, they looked for help. 
What are the questions we live with? Who are the wisdom figures for us? Who has helped us with our questions? Those people are always going to be invaluable for your journey. They may not give you the answers you are looking for, they may challenge and provoke. If they do – then even more reason to seek their wise counsel – who wants to be told what they know already?
Fourthly the Magi travelled together; we don’t know how many of them, (the Bible doesn’t specify that there were Three Wise men) but we can imagine the little community that they became as they travelled together, sharing this experience. Where do we experience community? What does this add to our journeying?

Being part of a church community can offer that friendship and support. Through our various groups and organisations, our new fellowship groups, opportunities exist for deepening friendship and knowing a sense of community – someone to share life with. We pray God’s blessing on this community as we set out on an important year for us.
Fifthly they met King Herod on the way. For his own reasons of power and control he tried to deceive them. We need to recognise the twisted value systems of our world and not get caught up in them or be misled by them. In what ways are we most often pulled off course?

The magi went to Jerusalem expecting the King to be found there in the wealth and power of the capital city. Yet they were to be told to find the new born king in the unassuming surroundings of Bethlehem, a little village nine miles south. The way of Christ would not be through wealth and power, control and fear but through love, forgiveness, justice and mercy. We can get caught up in the twisted value systems of our world and lose sight of who we are following. In what ways are we pulled off course?
Sixthly, they bowed down in adoration. Falling on their knees they worshipped the King – a moment beyond intellectual understanding, and of recognition. We can imagine that moment of knowing in the deep silence. Do we cultivate silence in our lives so that there can be moments of knowing and of recognition? We fill our worlds with sound and noise – so much so that we are in danger of missing the moments of knowing and recognition
Seventhly they offered their gifts. To be in the presence demanded a response, an offering – of themselves and of their gifts. Identify your own gifts. What are you offering of yourself, your time and your material possessions? We have all been given gifts of one sort or another. If we are not using those gifts – what a waste – and at a deep level a part of us remains unfulfilled. Where can we express those gifts and so be the person God calls us to be?
Finally, in a dream they were shown the truth: because of the danger, they were warned to return by a different way.
Revelation can come to us through our dreams. Have we ever experienced this? How else do we experience God’s revealing of the way to us? Be open to your dreams – what lies on your heart – it may mean another route – it may be dangerous – it may be uncomfortable. The important thing is always to find the courage to follow God’s leading – that way you are in the company of angels!
For prayerful pondering:

Name and give thanks for a moment of wonder.

Name some aspect of darkness and pray for light.

Name the questions that we still have

Name a companion on the journey and give thanks for their support.
Be aware of being pulled off course – going in a way that is not of Christ.

Be open for those moments of knowing and recognition.

Resolve to offer your gift this year in a particular way
Don’t be afraid to dream dreams.

Prayer
As we come to the end of the Christmas season, let us look to the star in the heavens that tells us that God is with us and can be found.

Lord of heaven you are here, dwelling with us,
help us to see your work in the world;
help us to see your work through us.

Let us recognise the gifts we have.

Creator God,
help us to see all that you have given;
help us to see all that we have;
help us to see all that we are.

Let us see what we have to share with each other.

Loving God,
as we are loved, help us to love;
as we are forgiven, help us to forgive.
Help us to see further, to grow and to share.
Amen.
Lord, we worship and adore you, the God whose light brightens our lives
Through your mysterious inspiration, Lord, you led the wise men on their journey to discover the new-born Saviour of all. Following the light of a star they travelled, Lord, from darkness into light. So guide us this day from the darkness of our confused and fractious world into your wonderful light. In the light of your presence help us to experience his kindness and blessings, make us strong in faith, in hope and in love.

Lord, we worship and adore you, the God whose light brightens our lives.
Christ Jesus, who appeared this day as a light shining in darkness, has made us his followers; as we worship him this day may he make us lights to all our sisters and brothers.

Lord, we worship and adore you, the God whose light brightens our lives.
In following the light of the star the wise men found the Lord of life. As we set ourselves to follow faithfully the way of the Lord, may we too at the end of our earthly pilgrimage find the Lord of life, welcoming us into the glory of his heavenly home.

Lord, we worship and adore you, the God whose light brightens our lives.

God our Father revealed his Son to us
as the light of the world.
Let us pray to the Lord,
in the light given to us by his Son,
for the needs of the Church and the world.

We pray that the Church may reveal ever more fully
God's abiding love for all people,
and help them draw closer to the person of Christ.
Lord, we worship and adore you, the God whose light brightens our lives 
We pray for the peace and well-being in the world,
especially that all leaders of East and West
may follow the star which leads to true peace and justice.
Lord, we worship and adore you, the God whose light brightens our lives
We pray for those who suffer from lack of direction in their lives;
that the manifestation of Christ's birth
may point out to them the way ahead,
and give them hope in the knowledge that Christ came
as a visible sign of God's love for everyone.
. Lord, we worship and adore you, the God whose light brightens our lives
We pray for this community and for our families;
that we may welcome Christ into our lives and
like the Wise Men,
remain forever pilgrims
who keep our eyes fixed on Christ as our guiding light.


Lord, we worship and adore you, the God whose light brightens our lives
