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Epiphany Sunday
Over the holidays I had the chance to see the new Mary Poppins movie. A lot of fun, and it brought back memories from my childhood. New songs that might become catchy.

I saw it with Kelsey, and while I thought I knew Mary Poppins, sitting with her, I realized I was actually on the outside looking in. She knew the original musical inside and out, and as the new movie unfolded, she caught so many pieces that I completely missed. 

We weren’t seeing two different movies, she and I, but we were definitely seeing the same movie from different vantage points. 

I wonder if we don’t have a case of this when we read the story of the Magi. 

Matthew’s Gospel was written to a group of Jewish Christians. It has subtle and explicit references to the Jewish tradition; Moses and the Ten Commandments are echoed in Jesus and the Sermon on the Mount. Pharaoh and Egypt, Herod and Rome. The Israelites wandering in the desert in need of food, receive manna from the skies, bread from heaven; the people wandering the countryside are hungry, and Jesus miraculously provides food for the 5,000, bread from heaven; bread kept in the arc of the covenant; the bread he breaks at the Last Supper, his body, bread of life. 

Jewish Christians reading Matthew’s Gospel were like Kelsey and the new Mary Poppins movie; they got it. The nuances, the echoes, the winks and nods. 

Today we read this story of the Magi, non-Jewish people from far away, from the distance of a couple millennia. We aren’t Jewish, unless I’m missing some of you who are, but the overwhelming majority of us aren’t Jewish. 

We read this story though, like we’re on the inside, and that’s partly because we know what happens already, and also because we identify as Christians who claim this story as part of our faith tradition.

And we should. 

But when we hear the story, we tend to find ourselves at the stable next to the shepherds, watching the Magi approach, kneel, and present their gifts, maybe not to us, but to our Christ child. We’re on the inside of the story, on the side of the family and prophets and baby.

We’d be wiser to locate ourselves with the traveling Wise People in the story. Like Moses or Abraham or David would’ve been to the Jewish Christians first hearing this story, these Magi are to us. As Gentile Christians, each of us, they are our fore-parents in faith. 

And I don’t know if that’s an epiphany to you or not, but read the story again as an outsider trying to find your way into this story. The good news isn’t just that the Messiah was born, but that this Christ was for all of us, too. 

That means you, me, we, are the outsiders who’ve been brought in. We tend to think of outsiders as the people experiencing homelessness that we want to help, or the young family in debt, or the person without health insurance, the child in a third world country. 

And we talk often, right here in this space, about how we believe God calls us to reach out to them and bring them in, because that’s the inclusive nature of God.

Maybe also, we should do so from a place of gratitude, like a gift we bring, because we were the outsiders once, too. 
We just forget that like the lyrics to a musical from the 60s, or maybe we never knew it to begin with. 

***
If you look back through the story, through the lens of one of the Magi, you notice that they stopped at King Herod’s palace. They thought Jesus would be born there, leader of the Jews; why wouldn’t he be born in a palace? Except he wasn’t, because so often God is found where you least expect it. They made a wrong turn toward the palace; they projected their own assumptions onto God’s vision. They had lost sight of the star.

After a conversation with Herod, he sends them on their way to find the boy. 

And it’s after this when they find the star again.

Making a wrong turn to the palace, they lost sight of the star. But they go searching again, and they find it.

And I wonder with you today, as outsiders who are now on the inside, when’s the last time you felt like an outsider with God? How often do you project your own assumptions onto God’s vision?

When’s the last time you went searching for God? 

***
This week has been a difficult week for our church family. Four members died; three funerals on consecutive days. Beloved children of God now at the divine fulfillment of love and peace. 

But our hearts are heavy. 
Or at least mine is.
They don’t tell you in seminary about how much it’ll hurt to lose parishioners. 
Nothing like what you and your families experience with their deaths; in those cases I’m the one on the outside. 

But this week was a lot. 

And I couldn’t help thinking how much I love each of you. Some I know better than others, not out of favoritism but because of circumstance. Some might get annoyed with me more than I like, but that happens in relationships too. 

And I don’t know, maybe I’m forcing this into the sermon, but I just needed to tell you that. You mean a lot to me. And to the people in this room and others who can’t be here this morning. But more than all of those put together, you mean that much more to God.

The God who would enter Time clothed in humanity’s finitude, and offer a way of salvation from our messiness, for all of us, even us. Because we are all beloved children of God’s. 

No longer outsiders.

But in your grief, in your fears, in your anxieties, in your circumstances, you might feel like you’re on the outside looking in. 

You might feel like you’ve lost God or at least lost sight of the light of God.

And that’s okay. 

But hear me clearly this morning:
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You’re on the inside, 
smack dab in the middle of 
God’s unfathomable love for you. 
You might feel lost, or like you’ve lost sight of God’s light, 
But keep searching, 
It’s there,
God’s there,
where you’d least expect it,
not in palaces or offices,
but in prayer and song,
not in the busyness of schedules and house work, 
but in the stillness,
not in the noise of opinions and news and reputations, 
but in the quiet,
not in striving for more, 
but in compassion for others,
not in consuming as much as we can, 
but in giving away as much as we can, 
Not in tempers, but in kindness, 
Not in fear, but in love, 
In light, but also in the dark.

***
One of my favorite songs in the new Mary Poppins movie is when some of the leeries—workers who light the lamps on the streets—start dancing and singing a song called, “Tripping a Little Light Fantastic.” 

As many of you know, the meaning of the phrase has to do with dancing. Some think it originated with ball room dancing. In the movie, the leeries literally dance as they ignite the street lights. It’s a lot of fun. Maybe if we still had the candles up from Christmas Eve, I would have tried my hand at the number.

The song made me think of my nephew, Caleb, who had a dance recital while I was in Florida. I was literally on the outside, the side of the floor, looking in, watching him as he tried his best, rarely tripping over his toes, dancing the hour away. 

Were I to try it, I’d certainly trip over my toes and step on my partner’s, but the same was true for him only 4 months ago. But instead of staying on the side, he now finds himself smack dab in the middle of the dance floor, tripping the light fantastic. 

And it’s a lesson for me, and maybe for each of you, not to settle for the sidelines where we feel alone and forgotten, but to join the fray, to trip over our toes if we have to, but at least we’ll be tripping the light fantastic from the inside. 

So when life is getting scary, be your own illuminary
Who can shine the light for all the world to see
As you trip a little light fantastic with me



Because maybe that’s how the star shines today, 
for others and for us. 
Maybe we’ve lost the star because we’ve forgotten where to look, forgotten where we really are.

On the inside, smack dab in the middle of God’s love. 

Amen. 
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