Imagining the God Who Comes to Be with Us:
Good News for a New Year
Matthew 2:1-12

Whenever I hear or read today’s passage from Matthew, a song pops into mind. We Three Kings would be a good guess, but that’s not it.

Instead it’s a song that James Taylor wrote with Timothy Mayer about the wise men’s trip to Bethlehem. Here’s how it begins:
Those magic men the Magi

Some people call them wise

Or oriental, even kings

Well anyway, those guys

They visited with Jesus

They sure enjoyed their stay

Then warned in a dream of King Herod’s scheme

They went home by another way

Yes, they went home by another way

Maybe me and you can be wise guys too

And go home by another way

The song has rattled around in my head for the past few weeks and caused me to think about what it means to go home. While doing that, I recalled an experience from more than a decade ago.
I made a pilgrimage to the Southwest—the region where I grew up. My first stop was homecoming at the college where I did my undergraduate work and later served on staff. It was a homecoming in the truest sense. I spent time with former professors, colleagues, classmates, and students. I worshiped with the congregation I belonged to during those years and stayed with a couple who were like my second parents.

Then it was on to Tulsa to spend a few days with my mother. She still lived in the house where I grew up. She even had the same next-door neighbor she did the day I was born. Talk about going home.

While I was in Tulsa, I had dinner with a young man who was one of my interns in Washington, D.C. He’d become a high school teacher and coach with a wife and children. I also visited with a friend who was a member of the congregation I served in Connecticut and had since moved to Tulsa. Friends from different places who’d come to call my hometown home.

The final stop was the Dallas/Fort Worth area—where three sets of close friends had settled. Each set of those friends represented a different phase of my life and a different place I’ve called home.

In each of the encounters during my Southwest trip, I experienced something of home. It happened in the house in which I spent my childhood, but it also happened in the new houses in which friends now lived. It happened over meals in restaurants and during late-night conversations. It happened in familiar places and in places I’d never been before. In ways that I can’t explain, home happened.

To sleep again in the bedroom I shared with my sister. To receive hugs and handshakes. To share laughter over hilarious memories from the past and concern about painful events in the present. To hear my name mentioned by a friend as a reason for thanksgiving during table grace and to receive the simple toast of welcome from another friend. Each of these simple acts revealed to me that I was wanted and welcomed—that I was home.

But there’s something more to finding home. It involves a sense of belonging. And this is where the words of one of my favorite authors come to play.

In his wonderful book The Longing for Home, Frederick Buechner writes: “The word home summons up a place . . . which you have rich and complex feelings about, a place where you feel, or did feel once, uniquely at home, which is to say a place where you feel you belong and which in some sense belongs to you, a place where you feel that all is somehow ultimately well even if things aren’t going all that well at any given moment.”
Buechner points out that home may not be the place where we now live. Home may not be the house or houses of our childhood. In fact, home may be a place that we can visit only in our dreams—a place deep within ourselves. But home is a place for which we spend our entire lives searching.

Buechner recalls one of his own searches for home. He was a twenty-seven-year-old bachelor living in New York City and trying—without much success—to write a novel. Next door to where he lived there happened to be a church whose senior minister was a man named George Buttrick. Although Buechner was by no means a regular church-goer, somebody told him that Buttrick was worth hearing. So the depressed young writer began going to hear Buttrick preach on Sunday mornings.

Buechner recalls that it was toward the middle of December when the preacher said something in a sermon that has stayed with him. Buttrick said that on the previous Sunday, as he was leaving the church to go home, he happened to overhear somebody out on the steps asking somebody else, “Are you going home for Christmas?” As Buttrick repeated the question—“Are you going home for Christmas?”—Buechner’s eyes filled with tears, and deep in his heart he knew the answer: Home is where Christ is.

He writes: “I believe that Buttrick was right and that the home we long for and belong to is finally where Christ is. I believe that home is Christ’s kingdom, which exists both within us and among us as we wend our prodigal ways through the world in search of it.”
I like to think that the wise men made that same discovery when they arrived in Bethlehem and found that tiny bundle of promise and hope. What had they been looking for? We’ll never know exactly.

Matthew’s gospel says they were looking for a child who’d been born king of the Jews—a child whose star they’d seen rising and whom they’d come to honor. When the star stopped, the wise men welled up with joy. And when they found the child, they knelt before him and offered him gifts fitting a king.

But magi were used to being around kings. And, besides, what significance could the king of the Jews have for these non-Jews? Maybe it was an unusual stellar occurrence that grabbed the interest of these ancient astrologers.

But whatever it was that the wise men were seeking, whatever it was that caused them to set out for Bethlehem—what they actually found there seems to have been enough. Maybe more than enough. And then, in the words of James Taylor, they went home by another way.

Having encountered the Christ, the magi discovered new ways to find and experience home. I believe this is the good news this story holds out for us. Whenever we encounter the Christ, we too discover new ways to find and experience home.

On this first Sunday after Christmas, this first Sunday of a new year, where is it that we encounter the Christ?

I find that I often experience Christ through others—through the life-giving and healing power of the individuals and communities I’ve encountered and continue to encounter as I travel my faith journey.

Let me share a few examples of where I’ve encountered Christ over the years:
· Through my mother, who—by example—taught me the meaning of unconditional love and provided me with a true sense of home.
· Through special teachers and professors who saw potential in this shy student and were willing to put forth extra effort to help transform that potential into reality.
· Through members of congregations in Washington, D.C., and Wilton, Connecticut, who saw gifts for ministry in me and provided opportunities to test my wings, as well as support whenever those wings faltered.
· Through colleagues and friends in ministry, who challenge me to be honest about my faith and sense of calling and then support me when that faith and calling seem overwhelming.

As we begin a new year, may the good news of Christmas remind us that we can experience the Christ and, as a result, discover new ways to go home. Amen.
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