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Sunday 2 January 2011
A Gift for a King
Year A - Christmas 2 - 07A
	The Mission of the Methodist Church of New Zealand
	Our Church’s mission in Aotearoa / New Zealand is to reflect and proclaim the transforming love of God as revealed in Jesus Christ and declared in the Scriptures.  We are empowered by the Holy Spirit to serve God in the world.  The Treaty of Waitangi is the covenant establishing our nation on the basis of a power-sharing partnership and will guide how we undertake mission.
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	Readings
Ctrl+Click to follow links
	Jeremiah 31.7-14 The Lord promises restoration and blessing for his people. “I will protect them like a Shepherd.”
Psalm 147 A song of praise to God who restores his people, renews their hopes and helps the poor.
Ephesians 1.3-14 God has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in Christ.
John 1.(1-9) 10-18 “The Word became a human being and lived here with us. We saw his true glory…”
Alternative readings for Epiphany.  Epiphany is the twelfth night after Christmas which is where we get “the twelve days of Christmas” from in the well-known Christmas song. People often mistakenly think that these are days before Christmas, but it is the twelve days after Christmas that take us to Epiphany, Thursday 6 January. According to the church calendar Epiphany may be celebrated on the first Sunday in January.
The lectionary readings for Epiphany are:

Isaiah 60.1-6 The prophet has a vision of a time when crowds come from distant lands to worship the Lord.
Psalm 72.1-7, 10-14 A prayer for the Lord to guide and help Solomon. As with other psalms, the language points beyond the king to the Messiah before whom kings and nations will bow down (v11).
Ephesians 3.1-12 Paul has been given a mission to tell the Gentiles of the blessings of the gospel. All this is part of God’s eternal plan.
Matthew 2.1-12 Magi from the East visit the Christ child. They worship him and bring him gifts. 
Epiphany comes from a word which means “appearance” or “showing” and the Feast of Epiphany is the time when the church reflects on the visit of the Magi to Jesus in Bethlehem. As these visitors were the first non-Jews to see Jesus, this is the “showing” of Jesus to the outside world. Through the season of Epiphany (starting next Sunday and running until Sunday 27 February) Christians remember that the message of the gospel is for people of all cultures. 

Alternative readings for New Year:
Ecclesiastes 3.1-15

Psalm 8

Revelation 21.1-6a

Matthew 25.31-46

	Introduction / Summary
Ctrl+Click to follow links
	In New Zealand people are in holiday mood this time of year. For this reason, my suggestion is to run with either the Epiphany or the New Year readings and theme. I’ve opted for Epiphany, as this theme lends itself to story-telling. The story of the Magi is familiar, but there is still plenty of punch in it if you dig a little. 

I haven’t developed it here but, by extending the gospel reading to include the slaughter of the infants (Matthew 2.16-18), you could have a Blue Christmas theme.  The wonder and joy of the baby born in a barn was a bitter pill for those mothers who had their infants ruthlessly and needlessly slaughtered on his account. 
In our neighbourhoods the same season that brings to some wonder and excitement to others just highlights their loneliness, emptiness or difficult family situation. As well as sun and fun, this is New Zealand’s high season for drunkenness, domestic violence, vehicle accidents and suicides. Many a grieving Kiwi mum could write her name instead of Rachel:
     Rachel weeping for her children

     She refused to be consoled

     Because they are no more. (Matthew 2.18)


	Broader / Personal

Preparation
Ctrl+Click to follow links
	The theme today is picked up by the track “What can we give to the King?” from the Agapeland children’s musical CD “The Birthday Party”. The song was written by Barry McGuire and Mike Deasy. 
Read the lyrics
Watch on YouTube
U2’s track “New Years Day” off the War album picks up the New Year, new beginnings, new creation imagery. It is also the song from which the live Under a Blood Red Sky album gets its title.
Read the lyrics
Watch on YouTube


	Creativity /

Visual Aids
	Roll of Newsprint Prayer

(Churches often seem to have a supply of newsprint roll ends. If not, you can usually get them cheap from the printer of your local paper or, at greater cost, from places like OfficeMax.)
A prayer activity for the first Sunday of the year. Take a roll of newsprint and roll it out, down the aisle of the church. Distribute children’s felt pens and get people to write or draw their hopes, dreams and aspirations for 2011. Suggest they include things like: achieving goals in sport, art or at work, a holiday, relationships they hope will improve or develop (including our relationship with God), hopes for work, the church, the neighbourhood, the country, the world etc…or anything else that comes to mind.

When you’ve given everyone enough time, roll the newsprint up again with all the writing and drawing on it. Holding it under your arm in front of the congregation, give to God the year that is to come. Commit to him all the plans dreams and aspirations and ask that his will be done. 


	Preaching thoughts and Questions


	What kind of Christmas shopper were you? Did you find shopping for gifts a joy or a chore? I must admit that I leave most of the gift shopping to my wife. There are some people that are much harder to buy for than others. The women and girls in my family tell me that buying for men is the most difficult. I suppose you can always resort to the advice of the comical Kiwi carol and “buy your dad some socks and undies”. 
The real problem is just what do you buy for that special someone who seems to have everything they need?  When buying for those who already have everything it is much, much harder to find the right gift.  And yet you want to get something appropriate and thoughtful. No doubt, this sort of problem is one that is faced by those who have the responsibility of buying gifts for royalty. What do you give someone who has everything? This morning’s gospel reading takes us to that well-known passage where Magi from the east come bearing gifts for the new-born king.
I was at a community carols evening just before Christmas where the minister told the yarn that 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 and brought more practical gifts.
Part of the magic of the story of Jesus’ birth is this later bit when the Magi come from the East with their gifts. In fact the words “magic” and “Magi” come from the same root. The story of the Magi is enchanting and captivating. It has been embellished through the years and is full of metaphor and symbol. “Magi” is the word that we often translate as “wise men”. At their mention all sorts of questions come to mind:
    Who were they?
    How many were there?

    Where did they come from?

    Were they really wise?

The traditions are many. So far as we know, the Magi were a tribe of priests that lived in Persia (present day Iran). They were the priests of Persia in much the same way as the Levites were priests of Israel. Their reputation was of being people of holiness and wisdom, skilled in philosophy, medicine and the natural sciences. They were not kings themselves, but were instructors of kings. And, of course, they studied the stars. It was the common belief that if the order of the movement of the stars changed, it meant that God was doing something special. A new star in the sky pointed to a great new leader. So, having identified a new star, some Magi set off to find the new king. Earliest traditions say there were twelve Magi in the party. And you thought there were just three! The idea of three arose because there are three types of gifts mentioned by Matthew in his gospel. Western tradition gives the three the names Melchior, Caspar and Balthasar, but in the eastern church they bear Persian names: Larvandad, Gushnasaph, and Hormisdas.

In contrast to the romance of the exotic tales and traditions, the biblical narrative depicts the arrival of the Christ child as the instigation of revolution. Even the existence of this helpless baby represents the clash of powers – a threat tangible enough to send Herod into a murderous rage. Just as we saw in Mary’s song (Luke 1.46-55) this child is the one who brings down the high and mighty and exalts the humble. In fact he undermines our own pride. We can only get close to him by way of lowliness and confession. While we proudly maintain “there’s nothing wrong with me” we remain remote and untouched by this baby’s power and influence.  
According to legend, a gift of gold was brought to Jesus by Caspar. Nobody would approach a king without a gift, and gold was a gift fit for royalty. For us it represents our possessions. If we don’t offer him our possessions they end up possessing us! However, when we make him an offering of our wealth, our ambitions and our achievements he can transform all these things into something of real worth for his Kingdom.

Melchoir brought a gift of frankincense. This is a gift for a priest. Frankincense is used in temple worship as a symbol of our invisible prayers ascending to God. It represents for us our prayers of praise and worship. It also represents all our thoughts, deep needs, dreams, aspirations and longings. Christ calls us to offer up to him our deepest thoughts and longings: the need for forgiveness and friendship; the need for peace and love; the desire to do some good in this world, and the need to know how to go about it.
Balthazar brought a gift of myrrh. Myrrh is a precious fragrance used to embalm

bodies. It is a gift for one who is to die and, as such, it foreshadows the suffering and death of Christ at Calvary.  It also stands for our sorrows and suffering. I have 
often marvelled at how sorrow can harden one person and soften another. It all 
depends on what we do with it. Even in a season of joy and goodwill, we cannot 
hide from the fact that weakness, illness, grief, limitation, pain and parting are part 
of our common lot. So, we are also encouraged to bring to the Christ child the 
shadows on our path and offer them to him. May those of us who are in sorrow 
today bring our burdens to him about whom it is written, “Surely he has borne our 
griefs and carried our sorrows”. 
May we also be counted as wise men and women as we bring to Christ our possessions, our prayers and praise and our sorrows.


	Illustrations / Stories

	In Italy at his time of year you may hear the children cry out, “Ecco la Befana!” (here comes la Befana!). La Befana is an old woman in tatty clothes who leaves presents of toys and lollies for children. The story that is told is that she was sweeping her house when the Magi passed by on their way to find the new-born king. As she was too busy, she didn’t stop her chores, but said that she would see them on their return journey. Since they were warned to travel home by a different route, she never got the opportunity to see them again. To try and make up for her lack of hospitality she now brings gifts to children.
Children hang their stockings up overnight. An adult will dress up as la Befana and fill the stockings with gifts (or coal if a child has been particularly bad!). Any child who happens to see this person will shout out, “Ecco la Befana!”

The Epiphany ritual of the children of Puerto Rico and the Dominican Republic is to put freshly cut grass in a box under their beds to feed the camels belonging to the Magi. The next morning the children receive gifts.  
There used to be an Epiphany tradition in Britain of rich people giving gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh to the church. The frankincense was used in church services, the gold was sold to aid the poor and the myrrh was given to hospitals. The Queen continues to keep the tradition alive by bringing these gifts to the St James palace chapel in London. 

In Germany and Austria children dress up as Magi and carry a star. They sing Christmas carols and collect money for charity. To bless the homes that they visit they write the initials of the three kings’ names above the door. The initials are often written inside the date of the New Year (ie. 20 + C + M + B + 11). As well as being initials of the kings Melchior, Caspar and Balthasar, they are an acronym for a Latin blessing, “Christus mansionem benedicat" (Christ bless this house).


	Music

AA:  Alleluia Aotearoa
COC: Carol our Christmas
CMP:  Complete Mission Praise
HIOS: Hope is our Song

FFS: Faith Forever Singing

MHB: Methodist Hymn Book
H&P: Hymns and Psalms

S1:  The Source

S2:  The Source 2

S3:  The Source 3
SIS: Scripture in Song
WHV:  With heart and Voice
WOV:  With One Voice

	Hymns & Songs
A child was born in Bethlehem  COC 1
As with gladness men of old MHB 132; WOV 239; H&P 121; CMP 39
At the name of Jesus WOV 170; H&P 74; CMP 41; S1 33
Christ is the world’s redeemer WOV 123; H&P 219
Christ is the world’s true light WOV 179; H&P 456
Come let us bow down in worship CMP 91

Come, let us worship Jesus CMP 816; S1 73

God, companion of our journey    HIOS 32
God of the past    FFS 26
Hail to the Lord’s anointed MHB 245; WOV 203; H&P 125; CMP 204; S2 709
I worship you Almighty God SIS 561; CMP 864; S1 271
Jesus at your name we bow the knee CMP 355; S1 273

Jesus shall reign where’er the sun MHB 272; WOV 136; H&P 239; CMP 379; 

    S3 1376
Lover of creation    HIOS 98
Majesty, worship his majesty SIS 206; CMP 454; S1 346
O worship the king all glorious above MHB 8; WOV 67; H&P 28; CMP 528; 

    S1 425
(O) Worship the Lord in the beauty of holiness MHB 9; WOV 382; H&P 505; 

    CMP 529; S1 426
We bring the sacrifice of praise SIS 655; CMP 722
We place you on the highest place SIS 525; S3 1588
We three kings CMP 740


	Prayers
Ctrl+Click to follow links

	Light-giving God –

   We are magi on a caravan of lumbering hope,

      traveling through grinding wind and glaring sun,

      chill clear nights and skin-baking days.

   We come to seek Your light.
We come lumbering in hope, each of us on our own life’s journey

   – traveling through times of loneliness and fear,

      through heartbreak and anger,

      through grief and loss,

      through economic uncertainty,

      through fear for loved ones caught up in war,

      through our own private crises,

      through the extended shock of horrific images of hurricanes and genocide,

      through struggles with the mental illness of a child,

         the disintegration of a parent,

         the simple letting go of a child more ready to be an adult

         than we are ready to allow their growth,

      through the changes in a new marriage,

         the welcoming of a new child,

         the completion of a degree,

         the vision emerging in a new work of art.
We come lumbering in hope on a journey of joys and sorrows.

We come as magi to seek Your light.
But Light-giving God,

   we admit that we are also Herod the King,

      trembling in fear at the news of the rising of Your light.
   We admit that we are afraid that the light of Your truth may indeed rise,

      and it may be threatening to us.

Like Herod,

   we fear the rise of the truth of the harm we have done to others to build

      our own palaces and to fortify our own power;

   we fear the rise of the truth that lies beneath the political spin we put on

      our own lives;

   we fear to admit to ourselves the truth that may rise within us as we

      acknowledge the pain of what we have done to others and what others have

      done to us.
Light-giving God,

   we come as trembling Herod, afraid of Your light.

But Light-giving God,

   we are also magi wrapped in joy to arrive at the manger that cradles Your light.

      We greet the rising light that Herod so fears.

      We, too, fear this light, this truth.

   For here we meet Your light and truth, the truth of our own powerlessness.

We are magi, wise and respected sages.

We are Herod the King, holding wealth and power.

   Yet we are no more than this helpless infant,

   no more than human flotsam on the tidal wave of time,

   human beings, no more and no less.
Light-giving God,

   let us sit in stillness in the light of this truth of our powerlessness,

      until we can see Your real light cradled here,

      until we are enveloped in the assuring light of this truth,

      until we shine in the light of the common humanity You reveal to us here.
Light-giving God.

   We lumber together in hope as Your church to lift Your Light.

   Let the light that we lift be this light visible in the manger.

   Let us lift not the light of our congratulation of ourselves,

      not the light of belief in our own superiority,

      not the light of our belief in our own narrow presuppositions,

      not even the light of our own church.

   Let us lift the light from You that we can encounter here,

      the light of the power You make known to us

      in the truth of our powerlessness,

      the light we can see as we sit quietly as magi at the manger

      learning to be at ease with our common humanity,

      learning to be at ease with You.
Let this be the light we lift as a beacon in the darkness we know best.

As we lift that light,

   may we too be lifted to know the true power that lies among us

   waiting to rise as a beacon of our true hope.
Amen.
© Dr. Susan M. (Elli) Elliott  Source: http://ellielliott.webs.com
Collect

Eternal God,

by a star you led the wise men to the worship of your Son.

Guide by your light the nations of the earth, 

that the whole world may see your glory; 

through Jesus Christ our Lord, 

who is alive and reigns with you, 

in the unity of the Holy Spirit, 

one God, now and for ever.

Amen.

The Methodist Worship Book

We thank God for another Day worship resource for Epiphany by Rev Dr LaGretta Bjorn.
More prayers written in an Australian context by Moira Laidlaw.



	Children

	(You will need some card, some felt pens, some scissors.)

Ask if any of the children have a baby brother or sister. Did people give gifts when the new baby arrived? What sort of things do you give to a new baby? (A rattle, booties, baby clothes, soft toys.)
Tell the story from Matthew 2 of the Magi bringing gifts for the baby Jesus. They were kind-of funny gifts for a baby!  Talk about the significance of each (see sermon ideas above).

So what can we give to Jesus?  (Our love, our praise, our abilities.)
Give out the card and get the children to draw, write or cut out something they can give to Jesus.

Ideas:

· Cut out a heart to represent our love

· Write a short note of praise “Jesus I think you’re great because…”

· Think of someone you can cheer up by helping. Write it down. Eg “I’ll help mum with the dishes today.”
· Think of someone you can cheer up by being friendly. Eg “I’ll go and visit nana and spend some time talking to her.”

When all the children have written or made something, put them all in the manger (If it’s still around from Christmas) or at the foot of a cross and say a prayer over all the things we are giving to Jesus.


	PowerPoint
Ctrl+Click to
follow link
	A Google search of images for “Adoration of the Magi” will give you an array of European art, much of which is grossly ornate and busy. An exception is this work by French painter Nicolas Poussin (1594-1665).
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