January 6, 2008
Isaiah 60:1-6; Matthew 2:1-12

Sermon: “A Baby Brings Trouble” Reverend Bob Jack
Textt“ Where is the child who has beece

Isn’t it just like a baby to bring trouble into the world? Oh,
there’s joy, all right. But lots of trouble, too. Those of you who
have had the experience of being there, delivering the baby
(moms) or seeing the baby born firsthand (dads) — you know what
I’m talking about. It’s an experience that is unequaled in its joyful
intensity. It’s a joy so profound that it can reduce an otherwise
articulate professional communicator like me to the level of a
stammering stooge.

“Mr. Jack, your wife’s going to have her baby now. Go admit
her to the hospital.”

“Admit what?! Whattya want me to say?”

“Admit your wife to the hospital.”

“What’s my wife admitting? What’s she saying about me?”

“Check her in, please.”

“Oh, yeah, sure; that’s what I thought you said.”



But then, that joy becomes tempered with fear. Remember?
You’re wheeled out onto the pavement. You fumble to get the keys
into the ignition. You roll around to the front entrance of the
hospital in a fog of delirium. They load you and the baby into the
car, the door is closed, and it hits you with all the force of a
psychic tsunami: “Oh my goodness, what do we do now?”

That little bundle of flesh and bones — 7, 8, 9 pounds — is at
once a bundle of joy and a bunch of trouble. As the standard cliché
renders it — “babies don’t come with an instruction manual.” Joy
and trouble, all at once, bundled together, and it causes you to do
strange things.

(Edgar McCall...“He lost his job!™)

Babies can be trouble — joy and trouble.

“When they saw...the star... [the wise men] were
overwhelmed with joy.” They were “hugely ecstatic” which may
be a more literal rendering of the NT Greek charan megalein

sfodra— overwhelmed with joy! Why?



Why were the wise men — Matthew calls them magi— why
were they so happy about a silly star? Because they were
astrologers — not kings as the popular tradition tells us. They were
men who were constantly looking at the stars, constantly searching
the heavens for clues to the universe. So, they saw this really
unusual astronomical event — a super nova, maybe, or a converging
of planets — and it filled them with joy — hugely ecstatic joy!

And so they came into the house where Jesus was, and they
opened their treasures, and they worshipped him, this “child who
has been born king of the Jews...” But how did these wise men
know just from looking at the star that this baby was supposed to
be a king? They were Gentiles, not Jews. They weren’t familiar
with predictions of the prophets in the OT concerning Jesus’ birth.
Where did they get this “hugely ecstatic joy?”

| think they were joyful because they were on a journey, a
search. They were joyful because, looking at the baby Jesus,
staring into his face, they just knew intuitively that they had come

to the right place, the end of their quest. | mean, | assume that most



of their friends and fellow wise men probably just stayed home.
Refused to go off on some wild camel ride into the desert, chasing
after a star that leads to, what? A baby, for heaven’s sake! We’ve
got plenty of babies right here in Persia or Mesopotamia or
Babylon (wherever it was they were from).

But these three men — they were that special kind of man.
That special kind of person, who is restless, and yearning, and
willing to take a chance and risk a journey, and brave enough to
follow their hearts wherever they may lead. And when they got to
the end of their search, well, they felt joy — hugely ecstatic joy!

Ever known anyone like that? Someone who loves the risk,
the adventure of a journey, a trip? | have. | had a high school
buddy who was that way. Loved going places at the drop of a hat.
Even talked me and two of my friends into climbing into an old
VW bug and heading off to the Woodstock Festival. Except that
when we got to Albany, the NY Throughway was hopelessly

snarled with traffic, so we turned around and headed back to



Boston. But not him; he got out and hitch-hiked his way to
Woodstock. Every trip is a risk.

And every baby is a risk, too. The birth of Jesus set a whole
string of bloody events in motion. The baby that the wise men
found was not the end of the journey, but only the beginning. Just
as Jesus always tends to be for most of those who set out to follow
him. Because Jesus is meant to be followed — not just believed in
but followed

Jesus takes us places that we wouldn’t have dreamed of
going without his leading. Like the wise men who followed the
star, you and | are stargazers, and dreamers, and risk-takers, and
travelers. Each of you, if you take your faith seriously, will see a
light on the horizon, and follow it where it leads, down unfamiliar
roads, guided only by the star that stops at the place where Jesus
rests, this child “who has been born king of the Jews.”

Are you up to it?

Then Matthew introduces us to another weird character in

this Epiphany story — King Herod. And while the wise men were



worshipping the true king of the Jews down in Bethlehem, Herod
the fake king of the Jews was up in the his palace, pacing the
floors, put in power not by his own people but by the Romans. And
when Herod heard the wise men talk this tale of a newborn king,
he got real nervous. And as you know, when someone gets nervous
he gets to hurting, real pain.

First, he tried to get the wise men to tell him the whereabouts
of the baby. But when they wouldn’t, Herod ordered the slaughter
of every baby in and around Bethlehem, just to make sure that
nothing would ever become of such pretensions to his throne.
Herod was real nervous.

But not just Herod. Matthew tells us that, “When Herod
heard this, he was frightened, and all Jerusalem with himi The
whole city trembled at the birth of Jesus because the citizens there
knew how bloody Herod could be when he was anxious and angry.
So, many of the citizens colluded with him in his crime. They must
have. Even Herod couldn’t have pulled off the slaughter of so

many babies without some help. The people figured: Herod isn’t



the best king we could have wanted, not by a long shot, but hey! —
better the devil you know than the devil you don’t know.

So, we’ve got quite a story going here: the wise men in their
huge joy and Herod in his huge fear and anger. And all the citizens
of Jerusalem wondering what’s coming next. Where do you see
yourself in this story? When you come to Jesus, do you see
yourself as a fearful Herod? Or a frightened and confused citizen
of Jerusalem? Or are you one of the joyful magi?

I suspect if you’re honest, you probably feel a mixture of all
three. Even at Christmas, with all its corruptions due to the crass
materialism and the easy sentimentalism — even at Christmas,
enough of the true joy gets through to warm your heart. And
enough of the wonder breaks through your defenses to remind you
that you are being summoned on a journey unlike any other
journey you have ever taken, full of joy and fear.

Clarence Jordan was a Southern Baptist preacher and founder
of the Koinonia Community in rural Georgia. Koinonia was an

experimental community, a farming cooperative begun in the



1940s as a place where the love of Jesus was put into practice in
daily living. You probably know Jordan best through his
vernacular translation of Bible books known as The Cotton Patch
Version

One of the things that Koinonia stressed from the get-go was
the equality of all people, “red and yellow, black and white, they
are precious in his sight; Jesus loves the little children of the
world.” People of all races lived and worked, sweated and toiled
together on Koinonia Farms.

Well, you can imagine how that concept sat with the good
people of rural Georgia in the 1940s and 50s. There were
Klansmen burning crosses on the lawn, drive-by shootings in the
middle of the night, banks refusing to loan money to Jordan for no
good reason other than that he was “cavorting with mongrels.” It
was quite the fearful journey.

One day, Jordan was preaching his message of equality in a

nearby church, and his text was from Paul’s Letter to the Galatians:



“For in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith...for
all of you are one in Christ Jesus™ (3:26, 28).

At the end of the service, an elderly woman made her way
down the aisle, “as crisp with pride as a dead honeysuckle vine,”
Jordan remembers. The woman was furious with him for his harsh
words to them, and for trampling on the time-honored customs of
the Old South.

b

“I want you to know,” she told him straight up, “that my

grandfather fought in the War, and | will never believe a word you
say.”

But Jordan had seen it coming, and he was ready with an
answer.

“Well, ma’am, I guess you’ve got to decide whether to
follow your granddaddy or Jesus.”

Looking back on all that he had to go through in those years,
Jordan says: “Persecution is a terrible thing, but faithlessness is far

worse.” The journey elicits fear from us all, because it brings with

it the possibility of great risk and danger.



But Jesus brought out the best from the wise men. And you
and | can be like them, too. In fact, seeing them give their gifts to
him and bow in humble adoration ought to remind us of ourselves.

| mean, what else are you doing here this morning if not
giving to Jesus, and bowing before him? In a sense, those wise
men were the very first church, “where two or more are gathered”
in Jesus’ name to worship, right?

But then, no sooner had they worshipped then they were
called to journey again. In fear of Herod, they “departed by another
road for their own country.” And then Mary, Joseph, and the babe
were forced to flee also, because Herod wanted them dead.

Friends, are you willing to go on that same journey with
Jesus? Are you willing to let God lead you, to relinquish your
sense of comfort and control and go wherever the star takes you?
To surrender those comfortable convictions and time-honored
customs that may, alas, be contrary to Jesus’ teachings?

What I’'m suggesting here is that the chief requirement for

being a Christian (if we understand this story correctly) is to be
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willing to go on a journey. No to arrive anywhere, necessarily, but
to go on a journey with Jesus. Because | think the greatest sin in
the church today is to believe that you have arrived, finally, that
God has nothing more to teach you, that you’ve got it all figured
out on your own. Regrettably, that makes you best friends not with
Jesus or the wise men, but with Herod. And | think you want better
than that. | know you want better than that.

In 2008, from this point on, let’s follow that star to Jesus.
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