PART I

“GRANT THAT OUR TREASURE EVER CONSIST IN GIVING.....”


This being the Sunday closest to Ethiopian Christmas, I thought it would be appropriate to share this Ethiopian folk tale of sacrifice and generosity: Since tending livestock in the bush requires the patience of  a saint, a young boy's father sent him out to tend and watch their goats as they grazed among the hills with a wooden gebeta board to while away the time playing games. Gebeta is a board game perhaps a bit like Mancala. “Nothing like a gebeta board to keep a boy occupied and out of trouble whenever he's bored,” his father said, as he sent him off behind the goats.


But while he was out following the goats, the boy came across some camel herders who were trying to heat water for tea over a scrawny little fire. They'd had trouble finding enough dry wood to heat all their water to boiling. “Here, let us have your gebeta board,” the herders said. Immediately, they threw it onto the fire.


The boy cried to see his gebeta board going up in flames. So, they gave him some of the tea, and then said, “Here, have this knife in exchange for your gebeta board!” Not a bad trade, the little boy thought.


A little while later, the boy came across an elderly man digging roots by hand. The boy offered him his knife, which the man used, until the blade broke. “My knife!” the boy cried. So the man offered him an old spear he was carrying. Not a bad trade either, the boy thought.


Then he came across some hunters. “Lend us that spear, young man,” the hunters said, “we're in pursuit of a dangerous lion.” Good thing they found him, before the lion did. And he got to see the exciting chase, and the killing of the lion. But in all the excitement, his spear was broken. So the hunters gave him an axe in its place. 


But as he led the goats home, he came across a man trying to  get firewood from a big tree. “Lend me your axe, young man,.” he said. Being obedient to elders, he did. But soon the axe was busted. “I'm sorry. Take some of this firewood home,” the man offered in exchange. 


So, the young man followed the goats home with a load of firewood on his shoulders, until he met an elderly woman who asked him for the firewood. She was getting too frail to be out collecting it herself. Being obedient to his elders, the boy gave it to her. But it hurt him to think of having to come home empty handed, and to explain why to his father.


“Here,” said the woman. “Take this old gebeta board that my sons used to play with in exchange for that firewood. They are all grown up now and have no more time for it.” So, as the young boy's father saw him walking home with the goats and the gebeta board under his arm, he said to himself, “Like I said, there's nothing like a gebeta board to keep a young boy occupied and out of trouble whenever he's bored.” 


What this story demonstrates is also understood in the ancient Christian prayer: “may our treasure consist in giving you thanks and praise...” as the magii did. In contrast to today's super-individualistic understanding of spirituality, the Christian faith is relational. Its not a do-it-yourself self-enrichment program. When we truly understand and accept that we are in relationship with God and with others, then it also becomes obvious that true and everlasting riches consist of the treasures we share; that wealth accumulates with the giving; and that we never know the true worth of  anything until it calls upon us for some sacrifice. For Christians, this begins with the praise, honor and glory that people so often want for themselves, and goes on to the very substance of our treasure stores. 


Mahatma Ghandi once noted that seven sins were uniquely characteristic of the modern world, and most dangerous to our future. They are: 1) wealth without work; 2) pleasure without conscience; 3) Knowledge without character; 4) commerce without morality; 5) science without humanity; 6) politics without principle; and 7) religion without sacrifice.  
Today's story of the wise men and magi, coming from afar, to present their extravagant treasures to the Christ child, stands as a rebuke and a challenge to Ghandi's  7th concern, “religion without sacrifice,” and to the all-too-human tendency to make of the Christian faith simply a grab bag of presents for ourselves, or a balance sheet of costs versus benefits resulting in a bottom line to our eternal profit. 


I say that knowing two very important things this morning: 

1.  that I am mostly preaching to the choir in a congregation that is supremely generous of its time and money, especially for its size. So take my words in the spirit in which they are offered, as an encouragement to continue what we're doing into this new year, and even to refresh our understanding and our motivation for this generosity and stewardship. And if the shoe doesn't fit, then take this as an encouragement to grow into it, so that the sacrifices are fairly shared, and all may benefit from giving, as well as from receiving. 

2.  That God will be no one's debtor, that no one can give to God neither time or treasure in such a way that God will ever owe anyone anything. On my tombstone, should the Lord tarry, I want the words of the hymn, “Oh to grace how great a debtor....” Everything I learn and do as a Christian only reinforces that lesson: that we are God's debtors. So the bottom line of the Christian life will indeed come out to our eternal profit, but only because of God's generosity, and not because of our merit.


That said, there is still something about this image that we see so often in manger scenes and Christmas pageants, of three kings commonly pictured, offering such extravagant gifts even after such a long, hard voyage, that challenges our modern and Western sensibilities about faith and spirituality, as just a do-it-yourself self-enhancement program, like working out at the gym, only for your spirit, just to make us more poised and healthy and maybe even wealthy, in this life alone, a life in which so many of us already have so much. 


By contrast, the gospel of Jesus Christ confronts us immediately with themes of sacrifice. Make that even a reciprocal sacrifice: a sacrifice on our behalf that calls for sacrifice on our part, if we are to receive the truest, greatest treasures. A sacrifice of infinite and divine value has been offered to us in the person of this Christ child. Even some of the very gifts these magii bring, such as frankincense and myrrh, bear the actual, notable smell of his impending sacrifice on Mt. Calvary, since they were used for embalming or anointing the dead.  So, in the reverse mathematics of heaven, we receive according to the faith by which we give, by way of honor, actions and substance. Once eternity is entered into the balance sheets, we find that we can only stockpile what we give away. In the reverse logic of heaven, our heart always follows our treasure, and not vice versa. 


If you have in your home manger scenes like the ones we have been given from Ten Thousand Villages and elsewhere, the sets of wooden or ceramic or glass figures of Mary and Joseph, the shepherds, animals and wise men kneeling in adoration around the baby Jesus, offering their presents, even if just the gift of their very presence, you might want to consider leaving them up somewhere visible for a while, maybe all year, as a reminder of our calling, and of the true nature of our most secure and lasting riches: not just that which we receive and save, but that which we give, beginning with honor, thanksgiving and worship, through the sacrifices of time and treasure. Otherwise, how would we know the true value of all that has been offered to us?

PART TWO

“...That the star of your righteousness may ever shine

in our hearts.”


Another East African folk tale: The mother of a young girl named Almaz died, leaving her in the care of her father and grandfather. A year of mourning passed until her father took another wife. But it seemed for quite some time that her father's new wife was not warming up to Almaz, that she was shy and withdrawn around her new stepdaughter. Was she perhaps jealous of all that Almaz represented from her husband's first marriage?


One day Almaz went to her grandfather to ask the secret of breaking through the distance and the chill around her stepmother. Her grandfather said, “I'll tell you the secret when you bring me some hair from the tail of a lion.”


“That's impossible,” Almaz thought to herself. But after more weeks passed in stony and awkward silence, Almaz saved some pieces of meat from her wat, the spicy sauce served with injera, wrapped them up in a false banana leaf, and took them to a cave where she knew a lion rested in the heat of the day. Though she could hear it breathing and even smell it inside the cave, even though she was trembling with terror, she approached the cave close enough to toss the meat inside. 


Every day for the next few weeks she did the same thing, saving something from her dinner and coming a little bit closer to the lion each time she tossed some meat its way, until the lion purred with pleasure to see her, and let her get close enough to finally touch the end of its tail and yank off a few hairs. It was so busy eating that it didn't notice. 


Then she came to her grandfather with the hairs of the lion's tail and asked, “Now tell me; what is the secret to winning my step-mother's heart?” Grandfather replied: “By approaching her in the same way that you won the lion's trust, slowly, respectfully, and with kindness. In that way, not only will you draw near to her, you may also draw her nearer to yourself.”


From then on, Almaz took the initiative to praise her step-mother's cooking, or to ask her for lessons with sewing or singing, to discover, as her step-mother warmed up to her and returned the praises and kindness, the truth of the old saying, “If you want to have friends, be a friend.”


But the Christian's primary concern is not with winning friends and influencing people for the sake of being affirmed by the world. We look to God, and not to society for any indication or validation that we are on track and have value, unless the world has a case to make that we are falling short of God's calling upon us. Sometimes, sad to say, it does. If we are going to get the cold shoulder from anyone, as did Almaz, I would much rather that it be because we fail to affirm the good that others call evil, while we love the people whom others call “enemies” and “unlovable,” that it be because we love and pardon those whom others fear and would punish, and that we sacrifice and share when others celebrate greed, than that it be because we failed to protect the vulnerable or to rein in our fears or our appetites.


If that's who and how we are—a counter-culture of love--we will have a magnetic effect upon the world, drawing both scorn and seekers, resistance and rejoicing, but for all the right reasons. Then we will stand out in the darkness like the stars that brought the magii from the east, not to the star itself, but to the Christ. For his is the righteousness for which our Christian ancestors prayed whenever they prayed, on Epiphany Sunday, “may the star of your righteousness ever shine in our hearts.” This is our prayer if we want to be like lights drawing people to Christ.


If God is to answer such a prayer, and if our lives are to have the magnetic effect of his kindness, mercy and faith, then we have to be ready for two things: 

1. For seekers of the most varied and unusual stripes and types to show up.  I'm fairly sure that the last people that Joseph and Mary expected to see coming to visit and worship the newborn Hebrew Messiah were some pagan astrologers from the enemy empire of Persia, crossing the battle lines of Roman fortresses that kept watch across the war zone at their borders. I also strongly suspect that these Persian astrologers came motivated by a highly unorthodox mix of astrology and Hebrew prophecy that I at least could never approve or agree to, that would likely take some time to sort out and correct. But I hope I would still do as Mary and Joseph seemed to have done and welcome them with open arms, accept from them what good things they did have to offer,  and then I would give thanks to God for bringing them for reasons he knows better than you or I do. If we are also to be magnetic people, shining in the darkness of the world with the light of Christ's righteousness, we have to be ready and eager to be hospitable to whomever God brings our way to love, even if we can't agree with or understand everything that makes them respond to the light of Christ. Because we're all on the journey that the Magii took, venturing through the darkness, gathering more light, coming closer to the source, learning along the way, and being changed by what we see, so that we can never take the same roads home again. That doesn't mean that we change our mission or direction. That would be to ignore the light of Christ. It only means that we help each other along, learning and teaching as the journey unfolds.

2. It also means that, just as some people will be attracted and drawn to the light of Christ, others will be repelled and react against it. The star that made the magii rejoice made King Herod worry. For example, after the terrible killings of the Amish students at the Nickel Mines school in 2006, many people found the way in which the Amish community reached out to the family of the perpetrator and expressed forgiveness all around and shared their grief and resources magnetic in the way I've just described. But others found such forgiveness objectionable and said so, in print, radio and elsewhere. All I can say to them is: “If you're so scandalized by such grace and forgiveness, I can't help you; that's non-negotiable for me.” But at least they were taking Christians to task for something that was clearly and visibly Christlike.  


But that doesn't scare me the way something else does: that my life would so blend in with this darkened world because the light of Christ was so greatly dimmed by fear or laziness or greed, that no one would see enough of the light of Christ through me to either rejoice or react.  


I'm not big into making New Year's resolutions. They typically last no longer than an open bar of chocolate in my desk. I've never figured out how I can hide it from myself. But if you're looking for a prayer for the New Year, and prayer should require no once-a-year resolutions, I would recommend this phrase, in tandem with the one before, which our ancestors also prayed on this Epiphany Sunday: “that the star of your righteousness may ever shine in our hearts.” That it would shine by Christlike conduct, by Christlike character, and by Christlike love and generosity. But don't pray such a prayer without being prepared for surprises like those that greeted Mary and Joseph on the day the magii showed up from the east. And don't pray it without being open to surprising treasures to sustain us along the way. 
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