 I'm going to give you a preview of coming attractions this morning . . . I've brought in my felt board!  Yes, it's going to be story time at the 9:30 a.m. service, because we are celebrating Epiphany today.  We're a few days late, the actual date was Friday, January 6, but it's just too wonderful a story to leave out.  And it has so many visuals, that it lends itself well to my felt board.  And besides all that, the story of the visitation of the wise men has been massaged by storytellers through the years, and we've lost some of its impact.  So, if you're a visual learner, you might enjoy the felt board, too, and of course, you're welcome to come back at 9:30!  

So, look at the board and then look at the manger scene that we have over on the little table by the Christmas tree . . . see anything different?  Hopefully, some bright eyed child at 9:30 is going to pipe up and say, "yes! Rev. Gwynn!  There aren't any animals on the felt board!  Where are they?"  Or, "why, yes, look, Jesus isn't a baby," or "hmmm, why aren't they in a barn anymore?"  That's my hope, anyway.  Did you notice those things?  Did you wonder why?  I'll start with this confession, just in case you're in the same spot I was until about almost the time I went to seminary . . .   it was a long time before I really and truly absorbed the fact that the shepherds and the wise men didn’t show up at Jesus’ manger all on the same night.  Like so many of us, I was a victim of Christmas pageants and Christmas cards and nativity scenes that all showed the wise men and the shepherds gazing down in awe at the baby Jesus.  And even once I figured out that they weren't there at the same time, I figured they must have come 12 days later -- arriving on Epiphany!  But that's not right, either.  In fact, it was most likely several years before the wise men turned up -- hence, Jesus being a toddler here on my felt board.  And it would have been an awfully long time for Mary and Joseph to hang out in a barn . . . they had found somewhere to live.

All of these differences are in part because we are talking about two different Gospels.  The famous Christmas story with the shepherds and angels and manger are all from that wonderful story from the Gospel of Luke, which we heard on Christmas Eve.  The wise men are from the Gospel of Matthew, and Matthew's Gospel doesn't tell us anything about the night that Jesus was born.  We skip from Joseph finding out that Mary is going to be carrying a child, conceived by the Holy Spirit, to this tale of the wise men from the east, come to pay homage to the new king.  To my mind, Matthew’s Gospel presents us with a darker story.  It reminds us that the world was a dangerous place, filled with intrigue and violence, and with powerful men angling for position.  Matthew's Gospel reminds us that Jesus' birth was not a source of joy for everyone.  

So with all that background out of the way, let's refocus on what we're celebrating this morning.  It's the feast of the Epiphany.  What is an epiphany?  You hear people use the word.  The original definition of an epiphany is a manifestation of the divine.  So, it’s a glimpse of God – it might be fleeting, out of the corner of your eye, or it might be a full on vision.   Nowadays, I think we’re more used to using the word to mean that we’ve suddenly “got it” – it’s an “aha” moment, and after we’ve had it we see the world in a new way.  The epiphany that we celebrate today is really both of these definitions – first, it’s the manifestation of the divine to the three wise men of the east, but it is also a moment where we come to our own “aha” – we come away knowing more about God and Jesus. Like the wise men, we end up seeing the world in a new way. 

Listen to the story -- the wise men follow a star, expecting to find a king.  As they near the area, do they head to tiny Bethlehem, over which the star actually hovers?  No -- they head to Jerusalem, because that's where kings will live.  But not this king.  They visit a palace -- and I have a lovely felt board set up of Herod's palace, just by the way!  They visit a palace and they visit a powerful man -- and that powerful man is a megalomaniac, willing to do whatever it takes to secure his power.  He’s a butcher, because he can be.  There are no stops on what he is willing and able to do.  

Ah, but then they travel to Jesus’ home.  The three wise men from the east head off to Bethlehem, a tiny little town, but a tiny little town that had received an amazing promise:

'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.'"  
Well, that right there is proof that things are not the way they normally are.  There’s a reason the wise men headed to Jerusalem and not Bethlehem . . . I suppose it would be like heading to Washington, DC instead of Ramona!  And when they get there they enter the home of a carpenter and his young wife and their toddler . . . I can imagine them standing around outside saying to themselves, “we must be crazy!”  But enter they did, crazy or not, and they fell to their knees and paid homage to a two year old boy.  

The manifestation of the divine . . . the divine stood before them and their eyes were opened and they worshipped him.  The wise men had responded to the evidence of God that surrounded them in their daily lives.  They knew nothing official about God – they didn’t have the same scriptures, they didn’t list Abraham as their ancestor.  But, they could see God’s hand at work in the world around them.  They could see God’s hand at work in the skies, thanks to the star, and they knew that God was calling them by that star – they could feel it, and they answered.  And by answering that call, they experienced the presence of the incarnate God on earth.  Despite all rational evidence to the contrary, this two year old boy who stood before them was the savior of the world – not just of the Jews, but of the world.  The wise men arrived and received that gift of an epiphany – they had seen the Lord.  Jesus was for the whole world, and they were first.

And they came away changed.  We come away changed.  The wise men learned that God was at work in the world in a way that is totally unexpected and totally at odds with how humans would do things.  The King of kings was not in the palace, not part of the ruling party, not part of the establishment.  The center of the universe was not Jerusalem that day – it was Bethlehem.  And the power of God would not be revealed in acts of violence or military might, but instead through vulnerability and peace.  We are called by God to come to the same epiphany – to see the divine and to come away changed by it.  We need to learn the same lesson that the wise men learned – God is not doing things the same way we do.  Human nature and divine nature are not the same thing, and it irritates us no end!  

Vulnerability and peace . . . think about it . . . God - vulnerable.  God, almighty God, risking so much to show us how much we are loved.  And God continues to take those risks.  God continues to be vulnerable each and every time God calls us, because we can reject God.  God made us with free will, and that free will includes being able to reject him.  The scriptures tell us again and again that the rejection hurts.  But God doesn’t give up, instead he works tirelessly to bring each and every one of us into the fold, to bring all of us to a life lived with Christ.  Now, when it was up to Herod to make things happen, he acted in a worldly, human way.  He was efficient and forceful, and terribly brutal.  God, creator of the whole universe, has that same power.  God has the power to be efficient, forceful and brutal, but instead God chooses to be vulnerable and humble.  That is the epiphany message – the aha moment that we all need.  AMEN.
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