Now What?

Isaiah 60:1-6

Matthew 2:1-12


Among some of the silly, frivolous programming choices that make up some of my television viewing, are a few series that are more dramatic, surprising, and sometimes unsettling – specifically Law and Order and all its variations.  Although each episode of Law and Order is distinct and has a new story to tell, as a rule, it is known for certain features: first, the distinctive duhn-duhn sound each time there is a scene change; then, the surprising plot twists that often make it impossible to see what’s going to happen; and, finally, its often ambiguous endings.  You see, although the storylines of the central characters (the detectives or prosecutors from the District Attorney’s office) are carried through and continued in different episodes, the stories of the other characters – victims, families, witnesses, criminals – are not, and more often than not, episodes of the show come to a conclusion…sort of.  In the closing seconds of the show, something is said, something happens, that leaves the viewer asking, “But now what?!”  The story is unfinished.  We make our guesses, assumptions and hypotheses as to what would come next for these people.  But we will never know.  


Or perhaps you’ve seen the series of commercials for State Farm insurance that play upon our natural human curiosity, our desire to know the end of the story.  They don’t start out telling you what is being advertised.  They simply begin with a little story-in-progress…someone driving in a car, someone trying to do repairs on his or her own home…and then, undoubtedly, something goes wrong, and the story cuts off abruptly, and the screen directs us to go to nowwhat.com to find out what happens next…and if you don’t go to the website – and sometimes even if you do, because I’ve actually tried to go and see the end of those stories and simply couldn’t make it work! – you don’t get to find out what comes next.  But you will discover that nowwhat.com is State Farm’s website.  These commercials are designed so that we don’t get the whole story...so that we’re left asking “now what?!”

The Christmas story is a little bit like that.  Luke’s gospel presents us with this lovely story of the angel Gabriel, and Mary, and Joseph…a journey, a stable, a baby, angels and shepherds…and then…now what?  It might have stayed a smaller story in a quiet town.  But Matthew includes the arrival of these mysterious visitors from the East, anonymous magi of untold number (three gifts are mentioned, but the number of visitors never is), who come to visit the young Jesus and who, by returning to their own land, take the story out into the world.

Now, we really don’t know very much about these visitors from the East.  Matthew’s gospel is the only one that includes an account of their travel and arrival, and even Matthew doesn’t give us all that much to go on.  We know that they came from the East, probably from Persia, which is modern-day Iran.  They were astrologers, interested in the study and movement of the stars, which is how they came to notice God’s incredible new star in the sky, a star that they understood to herald the birth of a king.  They undertook a treacherous and difficult journey over desert lands by camel to follow that star and to find the king whose coming it foretold.  When they arrived in Judea, they met with the current king, Herod the Great, who feigned interest in this new king himself and who implored them to return to him when they had found the child so that he, too, might worship this new ruler.  Herod’s interest, of course, was sparked by jealously and fear of this new rival, and Matthew tells us that when the Magi have found the young Jesus, they are warned to return home another way to avoid Herod…which they did.
  And that’s all we hear of them.  And yet, these mysterious visitors from the East, these astrologers who studied the stars and knew that a great event had taken place for the whole world, become the story’s “now what.”  They took the good news of this story back out into the world with them, undaunted by Herod’s threats or the dangers they lay before them.


Sometimes stories just need to be told, the truth needs to be heard, no matter what the risk, no matter what sorts of Herods menace.  Anne Garrels is a senior foreign correspondent for National Public Radio’s foreign news desk.  Since September 11, she has reported from Afghanistan, Pakistan, and various parts of the Middle East.  In 2003, she was one of only 16 Unites States journalists – and the only broadcast journalist – to remain in Baghdad during the initial phase of the war, filing her reports from her hotel, as the bombs fell outside.
  Her goal was to tell the story, the real story, of the human side of the war…of the lives of real people…how they were affected, touched, changed.  Despite the danger, Anne Garrels stayed to tell the story – not for herself, not for honor, nor for power…but because she so thoroughly believed that the real stories of real people should be heard by the world.  Like the Magi, Anne Garrels found a way around the Herods of terror, fear, and oppression, to tell the story.


The Magi, they were steeple people.  In looking at our annual theme together thus far, we’ve thought about how being steeple people means understanding the importance of worship, of coming together to worship and praise our God.  And the Magi did that. They saw God’s star in the sky and they didn’t just sit tight and wait to see what would happen – they got out and searched, sought out this child, so that they might worship the God who had placed that star in the sky.  And we’ve thought about how being steeple people means incurring some risk.  It’s not always easy to stand up, to stand out.  But the Magi certainly faced that risk head on.  They undertook the journey.  They faced Herod and then openly defied him to follow a path of faith instead of a path of power.  And we’ve thought about the need for a firm foundation.  The Magi must have had a firm foundation of education and training that allowed them to read those stars with such ease.  In fact, many scholars believe the Magi were probably Zoroastrian priests, a caste of Persian religious leaders who were known for their skill at astrology.  As priests in their own tradition, their training and foundation would have been strong, strong enough to support them on their journey.  And we’ve started to think together about weathering the winds of change.  The Magi are often imaged as camel-riders in the midst of the desert…just imagine the sandstorms they endured.  And even more as they traveled and as they came to see a new way…those Magi certainly had to weather the winds of change.  They went to find an expected king…but found instead a poor child, born to peasant parents, not the princely toddler born in a palace they would likely have been expecting.  But they didn’t just pack up the camels when they found Jesus and his parents – instead they fell on their knees and worshipped.  They weathered the winds of change.  And in the coming year we will be thinking about that beacon, that range light, that is up at the top of our steeple.  The Magi shone a light in the world.  They took the good news back with them.  They avoided Herod, they got home by another way, and they shared the incredible story of a child born to lead the people in a path of goodness.  Despite the risks, they moved the story forward.  The Magi might not have worshipped in a church with a steeple, but they were steeple people, for sure.

In 1993, mountaineer Greg Mortenson found himself in an impoverished village in the Baltistan region of Pakistan, following a failed attempt to make it to the summit of the mountain K2.  The Balti people who lived there took him in, fed him, cared for him, and ensured his survival.  While he was there, Greg noticed young people from the village crouched outside, writing in the dirt, trying to learn to read, to write, to do math – they wanted to learn, but they had no school, no resources.
  Greg Mortenson saw those students and realized he was in a “now what” moment – now that he was well enough, he could go back home to America, return to his life there, and go on the way things had been…or he could do something different, he could move the story forward.  And that is what Greg Mortenson decided to do.  He promised the leaders of the village that he would return to build them a school – despite the Herods of corrupt local leaders, international unrest, lack of funding, and threats to his personal safety.  And he did it.  Since that time, he has built not only one school but fifty-five schools, many dedicated especially to the education of girls.  And in addition to building schools, Greg Mortenson has helped the world to hear the story of the people with whom he works, of the children in need of education, of a plea for understanding and for peace.  Greg Mortenson was in a “now what” moment – and he acted, and he is moving the story forward.

We are in a “now what” moment, too.  Advent and Christmas have come and gone, the New Year is upon us, and it is time to move our story forward, to take the good news of Christmas out into the world with us and bring it alive…to keep living out our call as steeple people.  And yet, even now, in 2009, there are some Herods at our door, too.  There is the unsettling-Herod of financial uncertainty and strain.  There is constant-Herod of the continued effort and risk it takes to maintain a building like this one, particularly a building with a beautiful, historic, and incredibly tall and graceful steeple that needs – that deserves – our love, attention, and care.  There is the anxious-Herod that comes with the knowledge that all mainline Protestant churches in America saw their high-water mark for worship attendance in 1954.  But there are good things happening here, and we have something incredible to share.  There is the divisive-Herod of denominational differences that seemed unsettled, still.    The Herods out there – and at our door – are real.

And yet…we are steeple people.  We know there are risks to that…we know there are Herods out there…but we can be magi, too.  Like the magi, we are following a great and certain light, a light of hope…a light of truth…a light of good news of great joy for all people.  And like the magi, when Herods appear on our doorstep, we can think creatively, trust God, and find a new path, a better path, to help us get through danger safely and to bring the good news out into the world.  First Baptist Church in Beverly, you have something special to share, God’s work to do, God’s story to live and to tell.  Arise, shine, for your light has come.  Get up onto the high mountain.  Behold the star, share the story.  


“Now what?”  Only time will tell…but the possibilities are just incredible.      
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