3rd January 2010
Mt 2:1-12

Epiphany

In recent years the high street has seen the re-emergence of the coffee house and now we have nationally located chains such as Costa Coffee, Café Nero and Starbucks. And if you go into any one of them you can be excused for being confused I only what a simple cup of coffee you say – but the choice is seemingly endless - latte, cappuccino espresso, mocha, frapaccino? And that’s before – ‘is that one or two shots, regular or large, drink in or out?’ 

And of course this example is only the tip of the choice iceberg. We are being asked and indeed encouraged to extend our choices to everything from schools to health care. We no doubt can all remember the rise of the supermarket – the one stop shop able to standardize its product range, buying in such bulk and coupled with lower prices than the local corner shop made it a sure fire winner with people.

This thinking has developed and we are now experiencing the second phase of the supermarket world. How many of you have supermarket loyalty cards in your wallets or purses? We are encouraged to sign up and gain ‘points’ and spend them on a range of services that the supermarket and its associates think we would like to buy. 
A lot of people see this type of consumerism as a positive thing. It gives them a sense of value and worth because products are being geared to them personally. There is however a downside that this developing consumerism can bring and it’s in the selfish attitude displayed by Herod in our gospel reading.

Herod of course as we all know is the villain of the peace – displaying the worst traits of an Alpha male. He has bought into the 1st century equivalent of the ‘everything must fit me’ culture. 
In modern terms he is the male with all the right connections, the fancy car, the handsome pension, in other words an example of earthly power with all its seductions. Herod is a ruler who does not want any challenge to his authority. 
He was upset when he hears of Christ’s birth – here he says is someone to challenge me. Someone who will deflect the attention of the world away from me – ‘I’m a king don’t you know and your attention should be fixed on me.’ Herod is someone who has read too much of his own publicity. His attitude of intolerance extends ultimately to infanticide. 
Contrast Herod and his finite worldly position with the birth of Christ, born in humble surroundings with no worldly trappings of power attached to his birth but with an infinite worldly position. This of course is the meaning of the Epiphany of Christ – the revelation of him who has always been. Christ doesn’t conform to the ‘everything must fit me’ culture but rather to a more enduring attitude ‘a willingness to fit others.’ His mission is to deflect the glory away from himself and give it to the Father – ‘I honour my Father…I am not seeking honour for myself.’ (Jn 8: 49-50). His whole ministry will be directed in that vein – the willingness to serve others, with of course his ultimate unselfish act on the cross.
Then we come to those ‘wise men’ who stand like us in the middle of this scene. They are men ‘who studied the stars’. Astrology is generally frowned upon in the bible – you will recall the story of the Tower of Babel in Genesis (11) which God destroyed. But here Matthew presents them without disdain, genuinely wise and seekers after the truth. An acknowledgment of a somewhat forgotten Christian thought that all truth points towards the one whom Christians honour.
Much is made that here is the first example of Gentiles worshipping Christ. Whilst that is true in one sense, Matthew leaves the question of their faith open. He makes no mention of whether they become Jews or even followers of Christ, for all we know is that, they return to their homes. 

Where this story becomes interesting is in their reaction to Herod. No doubt they would have done very well out of doing what Herod wanted. But they choose to disappear quietly back to their homes. The significance in this story comes in the form of a warning – about serving two masters. To be true to the 
Star and the miracle of this birth they like us can have no dealings with the likes of Herod or those working like him. This ultimately is a personal spiritual decision, a dimension that for some seems to have been lost in the race for self fulfilment.

The Enlightenment has dimmed our sense of looking for truth anywhere else other than in logical thinking. We are more than logical thinking machines we have emotions that defy logic. We dream for instance – just like these ‘wise men’ and we sometimes need to heed the warnings or information that comes through them. 
Which brings me back to this consumer world we should be realistic about this viewpoint – because for a lot of people this is good. They like the choice but perhaps fail to see the manipulative effect that is the down side of choice.
Whilst we should remain faithful to the principle that the ‘wise men’ give us of not serving two masters we should not deny the emerging reality of the world. In this world our mindset needs to change. ‘Come and join our church’ is an invitation that assumes that ‘our church’ is suitable for everyone. ‘We like it’ so must they. A different approach is needed, one that is sensitive to different people. After all we have all arrived at this point in our Christian faith from different directions and at different speeds. Organisations are drawing closer to their customer bases listening and reacting to their views. Can the church afford to stand aloof from this thinking? 

A story to finish – in 1995 an Anglican and Baptist church in Bristol put on ‘seeker services’ aimed at elderly people who did not come to church. They included things like a drama, a couple of well known hymns, a secular song on the service theme and tea – loads of it. 
In the course of these services they discovered three things – a place to belong, a sense of family and a place that was linked to a hope for the future. 
The concept grew into a slightly simpler format which came out of the wishes of those who came. Instead of hoping that older people would come to the established church; church was built around them and their particular needs. In other words ‘church’ was customised for them. Was this a sell out to consumer values? Or was it church becoming more people shaped without losing its God-shape?    
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