 January 3, 2010             Epiphany Sunday     Mt. 2: 1-12; Psalm 72: 1-14
Prayer: Dear Lord, Please let us feel your presence in this new year. Though we know in our heads that you are with us always, please allow us to feel it in our hearts. In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen.

King of the needy … and the righteous

If you have been worshiping with us throughout Advent, you will know that we have covered every word Luke wrote about the infancy of Jesus – from the nine months before the birth of John the Baptist to the time Jesus was 40 days old and was recognized in the temple by two elderly Jewish prophets.


The next time Luke mentions Jesus, he will be 12 years old. 


So today, we are going to hop over to the gospel of Matthew and pick up another story that occurs during our Christmas celebration. Today is Epiphany Sunday. It is the day we celebrate the visit of the wise men to the Christ child, the realization -- or the epiphany – by outsiders that the Messiah had, indeed, arrived on earth.


Now if Luke pulled from Old Testament prophecies for his stories about Jesus, he was an amateur compared to Matthew. Throughout Matthew’s entire gospel, he points back to Old Testament Scripture. Remember? he asks repeatedly. Remember what the old prophets said? This Jesus is the one they were talking about.  

Psalm 72, which Arnett read for us, is a prayer for a king of Israel. It talks about the mixture of divine wisdom and justice that Israel hoped God would endow upon an earthly king. Perhaps it was even seen by some as a mixture of qualities that could only be realized in the Messiah, not in an earthly king at all.

May the kings of Tarshish and of the isles render him tribute

May the kings of Sheba and Seba bring gifts!

May all kings fall down before him,

All nations serve him!

For he delivers the needy when they call,

The poor and those who have no helper.

He has pity on the weak and the needy,

And saves the lives of the needy.


Look at this remarkable intertwining of virtues. This king will be so great that all other kings and nations will recognize him, bring gifts to him and fall down before him. But look at the reasons for his greatness: Not size of empire or military victory or content of his treasury.

The reason for his greatness is that “he delivers the needy when they call….  He has pity on the weak and the needy.”


It is no accident that Matthew will be the gospel writer to give us the most extensive account of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount.

Matthew was also well acquainted with the prophet Isaiah, who wrote: “Arise, shine; for your light has come, and the glory of the Lord has risen upon you…. Nations shall come to your light, and kings to the brightness of your dawn…. A multitude of camels shall cover you, the young camels of Midian and Ephah; all those from Sheba shall come. They shall bring gold and frankincense, and shall proclaim the praise of the Lord.” (Isaiah 60: 1, 3, 6) 

Camels not unlike those in our manger scene below. Gold and frankincense not unlike those carried by our porcelain kings.

Let’s turn to Matthew and hear his story about a newborn baby in whom these prophecies were fulfilled.


Matthew 2: 1-12.

In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, wise men* from the East came to Jerusalem, 2asking, ‘Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews? For we observed his star at its rising,* and have come to pay him homage.’ 3When King Herod heard this, he was frightened, and all Jerusalem with him; 4and calling together all the chief priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the Messiah* was to be born. 5They told him, ‘In Bethlehem of Judea; for so it has been written by the prophet: 
6“And you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah,
   are by no means least among the rulers of Judah;
for from you shall come a ruler
   who is to shepherd* my people Israel.” ’ 

7 Then Herod secretly called for the wise men* and learned from them the exact time when the star had appeared. 8Then he sent them to Bethlehem, saying, ‘Go and search diligently for the child; and when you have found him, bring me word so that I may also go and pay him homage.’ 9When they had heard the king, they set out; and there, ahead of them, went the star that they had seen at its rising,* until it stopped over the place where the child was. 10When they saw that the star had stopped,* they were overwhelmed with joy. 11On entering the house, they saw the child with Mary his mother; and they knelt down and paid him homage. Then, opening their treasure-chests, they offered him gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh. 12And having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own country by another road. 

Our Christmas pageants, and even our manger scenes, mix and mangle the stories of Luke and Matthew. They show the shepherds and angels and wise men from the East all gathering at the manger to celebrate the Christ child.


But Luke and Matthew tell two distinctly different stories. And Matthew’s story about the wise men may have happened much later, when Jesus was almost 2 years old. They came to the house of Mary and Joseph, not to a stable. 

That’s why I was so pleased that we were able to produce the Gian Carlo Menotti opera Amahl and the Night Visitors two weeks ago. While it is definitely fiction, it pulls only from this story of the wise men and doesn’t mix in Luke’s stories. 


In the opera, Amahl is a crippled boy living with his widowed mother in ancient Palestine. He comes in one night to tell her about a star with a long tail up in the sky. She doesn’t believe him because he frequently tells tall tales.


But later that night, three kings or wise men come to their home. They are following the star in search of a newborn king. 

It is a lovely imagining of what might have occurred as these wise men from the East made their way through the Palestinian countryside to Bethlehem, where the prophet Micah had indicated the baby would be born.


In Matthew’s story, the men entered Mary and Joseph’s house, knelt and paid him homage. They gave him gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh – just as Isaiah and the Psalmist said they would.


“May all kings fall down before him, all nations give him service. For he delivers the needy when they call, the poor and those who have no helper…. From oppression and violence, he redeems their life….” (Ps. 72: 10-14)


I got a call last month from Steve Henry. Steve is probably this city’s most aggressive attorney for the poor.


He wanted to make sure that we knew that five judges had just signed an order allowing indigent individuals to be represented in magistrate and city court by attorneys at no cost. 


People accused of felony crimes have been guaranteed free representation since 1963. But those facing lesser charges in magistrate court – such as trespassing or loitering or public drunkenness or all sorts of charges that the homeless routinely face – often pled guilty and served time because they had no other option. They also might sit in jail long past the maximum possible sentences they would have received for their charges.


With this new order, if they are facing any jail time at all, they must be asked if they want a lawyer. If they do, they get one within 48 hours.

A federal Supreme Court case from 2002 actually laid the groundwork, Steve said, but it wasn’t being enforced in Greenville County. It took him two years of letter-writing and meeting and arguing to get the new system in place. Because of his efforts, people cannot sit in our Detention Center indefinitely for minor offenses.    

In every society, in every generation, we need people like Steve Henry to follow Jesus’ example – to help “the poor and needy who have no helper,” as the psalmist put it. To fight against oppression and violence in the lives of those who can’t fight for themselves.


A pastor of a Baptist church in Texas wrote a column in a magazine I read. He told about a high school student named Mollie in his congregation.


When Mollie was a fifth-grader and the war in Iraq was building up, her youth group put up a sign outside the church: It read “War is Not the Answer.”


As you might imagine in Texas, the church took considerable heat from neighbors and other folks who drove by.


In the fall of her senior year in high school, Mollie attended a pep rally for that evening’s football game. Now if you’ve ever watched the movie or TV show Friday Night Lights, you know what serious business high school football is in Texas.


At the pep rally, several students came in dressed in the colors of the opposing team. The cheerleaders tied the kids’ hands behind their backs, and had them kneel on the floor. Then the cheerleaders took out toy pistols and pretended to execute them.


The cheerleaders then dragged the “bodies” into a pile, and the crowd of students and teachers and parents cheered.


Mollie was appalled. She went home and told her mom, and they visited the principal. The principal didn’t see what the big deal was. She told the mother, “You and your daughter are the only ones complaining. No one else thinks anything was wrong with the skit.”


Well, that answer wasn’t good enough for Mollie. She recruited some friends and they circulated a petition again the use of guns, even toy ones, in pep rallies. Then they discovered that the official school handbook actually forbid guns, even toy ones, on school grounds. She and a friend wrote a column about it in the school newspaper.


The principal, not recognizing a First Amendment nightmare in the making, censored the column.


At that point, the local city newspaper heard about the incident and ran a story on the front page. The next day, national news services were calling Mollie, requesting interviews.


The next week, the school administration issued an apology on the front page of the city newspaper, admitting that school administrators were wrong, Mollie and her friends were right to raise the issue, and it would not happen again.        

But of course it will – if there are not any more Mollies, any more Steve Henrys, to stand up against it.


“Give the king your justice, O God, and your righteousness to a king’s son. May he judge your people with righteousness, and your poor with justice.”  (Ps. 72: 1-2)


The reason we celebrate the baby in Bethlehem, the reason we remember the kings who bowed low to honor him, is because of who the baby grew up to be.

 He grew up to be someone who said, “In everything do to others as you would have them do to you….” (Mt. 7: 12)


He grew up to be someone who said, “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust consume and where thieves break in and steal; but store up for yourselves treasures in heaven….” (Mt. 6: 19)


  He grew up to be someone who said, “Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing.” (Luke 23: 34)

As our Christmas season draws to a close, we are faced with a brand new year and brand new opportunities for discipleship. My hope for Triune in this new year is that we continue to follow Jesus’ example in being caretakers of the poor and needy. But in addition, I hope we can be a beacon for righteousness and justice in this community.


That may mean occasionally standing up to City Hall. But that’s the easy part. 

I think it is more important – and more difficult – to stand up to the darkness within our own community – to take on the addictions, the criminal behaviors, the violence and abuse – and to call them what they are.


On the Sunday night before Christmas, a man came in during dinner and handed a $20 bill to every person eating in the dining hall. One man saw what was happening and moved to one table and got his $20, then moved back to where his dinner was and got another $20 when the donor passed that table.


David Gay and I saw it, and told him he needed to give one of the twenties back.  And he argued with us, asking how we knew the man didn’t want to give him $40? 

The prophet Amos called for “justice (to) roll down like waters, and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream,” and he was right. But justice and righteousness must also bubble up from within. 
We can’t expect them until we live them ourselves. 
Amen. 
