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In Search of Our Kneeling Places: The Gifts
December 4, 2005

2  Sunday of Adventnd

Matthew 2:1-12 (NRSV)
   In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, wise men from the East came to
Jerusalem,  [2] asking, "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."  [3] When King Herod heard this, he was frightened, and all
Jerusalem with him; [4] and calling together all the chief priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of them
where the Messiah was to be born.  [5] They 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.  [8] Then 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."  [ 9] When 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.  [10] When they saw that the star had stopped, they were overwhelmed with joy. 
[11] On 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.  [12] And
having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own country by another road.  

Prayer:
You came by to visit, Lord, and the heavens danced and the angels sang. You came to live, and we

believe you lived and laughed and cried among us. Not all of us saw, but the ones who did were amazed and
worshiped. Others were fearful and were threatened.

Our Advent prayer is that you come again among us. And no doubt some of us may be afraid, even
threatened. But some of us may be amazed at the wonder of it all . 

Yes, Lord; that is our prayer, that you come here today and that we may see, and hear and journey.
Come to the hurting whose bodies and minds are crippled. Come to the desperate whose families are broken
and trust has eroded. Come, Lord, and walk among our pretenses and preoccupations. Call on us to look up
and see your light guiding us onward. And when our eyes fail us and our faith proves too fragile, come, Lord
Jesus, and dwell with us again. Amen.

Have you made your Christmas list yet? I have mine.  Our boys have a Christmas list that is constantly
being revised. The Christmas season has long been associated with the exchange of gifts. In fact many retailers
do not even post a profit until the last month of the year.

When I was a boy it was a great day when the Sears & Roebuck catalogue would arrive in the Fall. It
was called the “Wish Book” and indeed it lived up to its name. My brothers, sister and I would pour over its
precious contents of toys beyond our wildest imaginations, dog-earring significant pages, circling the toys we
wished for. One of my brothers had developed a rather sophisticated method of coding that involved stars,
exclamation points and more circles so that his selections would not only stand out but warrant the appropriate
priority for Santa Claus. 

Of course I am a dad and husband, and I love to give as well as receive gifts. I mean, after all, who
doesn’t like to receive a present? Most all of us at the end of the day will still have at least two Christmas lists
of some sort: 1) my list of what I want; and 2) my list of what I am going to get others. And let’s face it,
wouldn’t the whole gift exchange tradition be much easier if we just made a list of what we want, sort of like
registering for gifts when one is engaged! The trouble is most of us are not sure what we want…My family
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begs for me to give them a list every year, but I honestly am not sure what I want, and what I do want I am
pretty persnickety about and would just rather get it myself.

For this morning’s Advent message I want to speak of gift-giving, and I have given the title “In Search
of our Kneeling Places – the Gifts.” The message is based on the text of the Magi, or “Wise Men” as we
commonly call them. I am not sure if the Wise Men had a Christmas list or not, but being men and all, I suspect
not.
 

By the way, have you heard what would have happened if it had been Three Wise Women instead of
Three Wise Men? They would have asked directions, arrived on time, helped deliver the baby, cleaned the
stable, made a casserole, brought practical gifts and there would be Peace on Earth.

How do we find a place to kneel this Christmas?  By paying attention to the gifts of the wise men. We
know that they gave gold, frankincense and myrrh. The value of gold needs no explaining; frankincense is a
fragrant resin and one of the most demanded and expensive of spices. It was often used during sacrifices in
worship. Myrrh was also a fragrant resin and an important ingredient of the sacred anointing oil as well as for
anointing the dead. It was one of the ingredients Nicodemus brought with him to anoint the body of Jesus after
the crucifixion.

But what else did they give?

1) The Wise Men gave to Jesus their Openness to a New Possibility. The magi saw something in the
sky and a new reality became known. By trade they were stargazers – we would call them astrologers. Most all
of us enjoy this lovely image of a star hovering above the nativity. I remember the nativity scene we had in our
home as a little boy: there right above the manger was a light bulb representing the star over Bethlehem. There
are many theories about the star that caught the interest of the magi. Some theorize that it was a nova or
supernova, which is a star that increases dramatically in brightness for a few months or even years. Others think
it may have been a comet gliding across the nighttime sky. Modern astronomers tell us that around the time
Jesus was born Jupiter and Saturn were crossing paths and the interplay created a unique phenomenon. It occurs
about every 800 years. Can you imagine these great minds looking up and seeing this? Jupiter, interestingly
enough, meant to the ancients “the king of the heavens” and Saturn was thought to be the star protector of
Israel. 

In the morning when you go out to get your paper, just before sunrise look up towards the east. You will
see what looks like a bright star hovering above. It is actually the planet Jupiter, but for right now I am
pretending it is a star, and God is calling me toward something special.

The magi traveled with wonder and mystery and openness. They see a star leading them to a distant and
strange land but also leading them to new realities. In other words, they were open; they did not have all the
answers, so they gave themselves over to the gift of openness to a new possibility. Some will look up and only
see a ball of gas and give the star a name, but others will have imagination enough to see something more.

It is interesting that while the magi apparently traveled a great distance to seek a new possibility, Herod
and his company of scribes and chief priests - religious authorities - don’t seem to bother with this rumor.
Jerusalem was a mere five miles down the road from Bethlehem, but they don’t move. Soren Kierkegaard
wrote: “The three kings had only a rumor to go by.  But it moved them to make that long journey. The scribes
were much better informed, much better versed.  They sat and studied the Scriptures like so many dons, but it
did not make them move. Who had the more truth? The three kings who followed a rumor, or the scribes who
remained sitting with all their knowledge?”1
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Advent is a season of journey, where we celebrate that God is doing something new. How tragic it is if we close
up our lives to the fresh winds of God’s Holy Possibility breathing among us. 

Advent, you see, is the Christian New Year. For centuries this is precisely when the church marked the
New Year, with the first Sunday of Advent. It marks the beginning, and it is to be approached as a time of
looking forward. It begs the question: where are we going with God this Advent, this coming year? May we
give to the Christ Child the gift of openness to New Possibilities:

• New possibilities for this church
• New possibilities for your family
• New possibilities for your life

There is a star shining and a call from God. Wise Men looked up and saw and gave. What will we do?

2) The Wise Men gave the gift of trust and faith.
By this I don’t mean an orthodox kind of faith. The Wise Men would never be able to sign off on our
confessions of faith and creeds and doctrinal statements. These people were outsiders, after all, to the children
of Israel. They came from the east, probably Persia – modern day Iran - or Babylon, maybe Egypt. We can
clearly assume, based on Biblical content, that the magi or Wise Men were essentially pagans.

But there is something else I find interesting. These “outsiders” followed a star all the way to Jerusalem,
the capital, the Holy City, and then this star apparently disappears. The silence between verse 2 and 9 is
voluminous. But in verse 9 just as suddenly the star reappears and leads them on to Bethlehem, the Appling or
Grovetown or Harlem of Jerusalem until they reach the house where the Holy family is residing.  

I am struck by the fact that these pagan pilgrims make a tremendous journey all the way to Jerusalem –
covering at least hundreds of miles – only to have their star, their “sign” disappear. I guess I should not make
too big a deal of this, but I am intrigued. What must have it been like to have made such an effort of crossing
deserts, enduring hardships, and negotiating with this dictator Herod only to look up and find the star gone?

Are there not times in all of our lives when our longings and desires get clouded because the “signs” are
not always clear? Haven’t we all yearned that God would just send us a clear message, a star all our own
unmistakably pointing and guiding the way? I suppose that sometimes God does give us clear signals, but
sometimes, much of the time, our signs are obscured, hidden for the time being.

I often assume that my role as a pastor is to give assurances to others and help them feel better, to feel
better about themselves, about God, about whatever loss they may be going through. That is what most of us
expect from the sermon; right? “Make us feel better…” Once I was criticized for preaching a sermon on
Mother’s Day about broken families. Evidently this person just wanted a feel-good message and not for me to
acknowledge that even on days like Mother’s Day there are those who feel lost. There are times the stars that
awaken our imaginations and give us such certainty of faith just as quickly disappear and we are left in mystery
and darkness.

It is during these times when our guiding stars fade that trust and faith are the best gifts we have to
offer.  

Like the wise men we must journey onward, at times stepping out into the lonely darkness. Faith after
all is not about our certainties. The book of Hebrews states it well: “Now faith is the assurance of things hoped
for, the conviction of things not seen” (11:1). We can explain away the stars and speak all we want about how
science can prove out the phenomenon in the skies, but in the end it is still faith. We don’t always see where,
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how, or why God is leading us to certain places and certain people. All we can really give is the same gift of the
magi – our trust and faith. 

Sometimes all we can do is to just keep on moving onward.

3) At the heart of the matter, the Magi gave themselves. 
We really do not know as much as we think about the magi. This familiar Christmas story is filled with

more mystery than we may realize. We don’t know how many Magi there were – the Bible doesn’t say. The
Catholic and Protestant traditions number them at three, but other traditions have said 6, 8 or as many as 12. We
don’t know from where they came. The Bible just states that they are from the east. We don’t know exactly
who they were: they could have been astrologers, or magicians, or sorcerers or Zoroastrian priests. We just
don’t know. Quickly they appear in the infancy narrative of Matthew and just as quickly they disappear, never
to be mentioned again in any book of the Bible. We do know that in spite of the shroud of mystery surrounding
the magi, that alongside the gold, frankincense and myrrh, they give to Jesus the gift of themselves. 

Whoever you are, that’s the kind of gift you can give. Leonard Sweet wrote a few years ago: Jesus
doesn’t want your promise to attend church more regularly, or your presence on more committees…[He]
doesn’t want  full confession of all your wrongs, and a promise to do better next year…Jesus wants just one
thing – He wants you and He wants me!” 2

Ralph Waldo Emerson once quipped, "The only true gift is a portion of yourself." Believe it or not that
is really what children want from their parents this Christmas. There isn’t one thing children will receive under
the tree that will be more precious than yourself. They want you – your time, your attention, your sincerity,
your authentic self. There is not one gift you can give to your loved ones and to all others that will be better
than the gift of yourself. This is the same for God. No check can be written, no service can be offered, no
conviction expressed that is more valuable to God than ourselves. That is why the invitation hymn “Just as I
am” is so effective. It speaks the truth!

You and I do not need a Christmas list after all. We already have all the gifts to give this year. God gave
them to you after all. The greatest gift of all is our self. 

I believe the star still shines and it is beckoning us forward to give. It shines over Iraq and North Korea
where hostilities run deep; it shines over Pakistan and Louisiana where lives are in ruins from natural disasters.
It shines over the ghettos and the suburbs. It shines and it is calling on us to give of who we are: our openness to
new possibilities, our trembling faith that at times gets clouded, and our giving of ourselves. No matter what
else you and I give and receive this Christmas, may we give the gifts that the magi gave so long ago.
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