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         Matthew 2:1-12

This is a time of year when I’m kind of in the market for inspiration—a story, a quote, an image that will give me a little push in the right direction as I start a new year.  I wish I could tell you this morning that I found my inspiration while reading scripture or the writings of some spiritual giant or better yet, that I received it directly from God in a dream.  But the truth is I got really inspired this past week by comedian Jon Stewart’s introduction to Bruce Springsteen at the Kennedy Center Honors.  Did any of you watch the broadcast of that evening?  It was a great night with Mel Brooks and Dave Brubeck and some other great American performers.  But Jon Stewart really stole the show when he came on stage to talk about Bruce Springsteen.  “I’m not a music critic or a music historian,” he said, “but I am from New Jersey.”  He joked about how Springsteen’s music made him feel that he wasn’t just a loser, but “part of a great epic poem about losers.”  

But what inspired me were Stewart’s final words about Springsteen as a performer.  “Every time he gets on the stage, he empties the tank.”  I knew right off what Stewart was saying.  I’ve been to a number of live performances this year, and in many cases, the performers didn’t come near to emptying the tank.  I had a real sense that they were just clocking in, giving a bare minimum of themselves to the audience.  But Bruce Springsteen doesn’t do that—Jon Stewart is right.  As soon as he said it, I realized what a gift it is to show up to your work, to your world like Springsteen does.  That’s it, I thought.  I’m going to empty the tank in 2010.

Jon Stewart was still on my mind when I read this week’s lectionary passage from Matthew, so perhaps its not surprising that I noticed something in the passage that I’ve often overlooked.  We are all familiar, I’m sure, with the story of the magi who came to visit baby Jesus, but chances are we know the story better through the carol than through the scripture itself.  That’s probably why we are convinced that there were three kings who came to see Jesus when in actual fact, the scripture passage never says how many kings there are.  How did we come to the conclusion that there were three kings?  Well, Matthew mentions three gifts:  gold, frankincense and myrrh.  So we assume that there had to be one gift per king.

But why do we assume that?  I think this is more than just a convenient division of labor or a picturesque arrangement for a Christmas play.  I think our one-gift-per-king image is based on an assumption about what it means to bring our selves to God.  Whenever we talk about our gifts, the emphasis is on identifying and naming the special skills and talents we have.  We assure ourselves that God has given everyone a gift of some kind.  We may not be good at a lot of things, but we have some kind of special gift that we need to name and claim and value.

It’s a quick jump from talking about gifts this way to talking about the value of community.  We come together to share our gifts with each other and, we hope, to complement each other.  There are a lot of things we don’t do well, so we need a lot of other people in our community in part to make up for our various deficits.  We have an image of community as being kind of like a potluck dinner:  I bring what I can, knowing that it is most certainly not all that is needed.  But I can trust that when everyone else brings what they can to the table, we’ll end up with more than enough for everyone.

The problem is, I see no evidence, in the Bible or in life that that is actually what God asks of us.  I see no evidence that God has given us each a special gift and then invites us to offer that gift back to God, in community with a small community of other people who each offer complementary gifts.  I wish it worked that way—I really do.  It seems so organized, so manageable, so well designed.  But our scriptures are instead full of stories of people who are totally unprepared for what God asks of them, stories of people who clearly lack the gifts for what God calls on them to do—Jacob, Moses, David, Jonah, Isaiah. 
Think of the way in which Jesus called his disciples.  As far as we can tell, he didn’t begin by drawing up a list of the various tasks involved with starting a new religious movement and then recruit people to fill those roles.  He didn’t approach Matthew saying, “I could use an accountant” or Peter saying, “I could use a fisherman—this movement is going to need a man with your gifts.”  Rather, he came them and invited them to follow him, dropping their nets as they went, leaving behind the tasks they had mastered and stepping into a completely new life.  Jesus didn’t want them for what they could do, for their gifts or skills.  Jesus wanted their whole selves.

That’s been my experience, too.  I first started thinking of being a pastor when I was a junior in high school.  My reasons were simple:  I thought I’d be good at it.  I was competing in speech competition at the time and as I sat in church with my parents one Sunday, listening to a really bad sermon, the thought occurred to me, “I could do better than this!”  That, friends, was how I understood call.  We are called to do what we do well in the service of God, to improve the world.  What I didn’t realize at the time is that being a pastor has been at least as much about what I don’t do well at all as it is about what I do well.  God has made use of my incompetence, my uncertainty, and my confusion as much if not more than God has made use of my gifts.

All of this suggests that we should be telling a little different story about the magi who came to the baby Jesus, bringing gifts.  Maybe there weren’t three kings for those three gifts.  Maybe there were a whole big group of kings—ten, fifteen, twenty of them.  Maybe there were so many of them that when they finally found Jesus in Bethlehem, they couldn’t all fit in the stable.  So they push one guy forward—maybe the one who didn’t say “not it” in time.  He took a deep breath, tucked in his shirt and approached Mary and Joseph and Jesus.  I’m pretty sure what he led off with—the gold.  That was a logical gift for new parents who are on the road.  They could always use it to buy and crib and a stroller once they’re settled somewhere.  

But somehow, gold didn’t seem like enough once he got there.  Maybe it was the look on Mary’s face, a look that saw past the royal garments and the regal bearing.  And so that one king reached into his pockets and pulled out what was lying deep inside there—frankincense, not as beautiful as gold but still something special.  And still that didn’t feel like all that the occasion called for.  And it’s then the king realizes he has something else to give, something that he’s put in a hidden place, something that he would have never thought of giving to a newborn baby.  Myrrh.  He digs deep for it and then hands it to Mary with a slightly trembling hand.  There—now he’s given everything he has.  He’s emptied the tank.  And Mary smiles.

God’s whole-life invitation doesn’t always feel like good news.  After all, one of our favorite excuses for not moving, not acting, not responding to God’s call is that we aren’t ready yet.  We don’t know enough.  We don’t have enough time.  Wherever we are in our lives, we figure that someone else has more time, more experience or more energy than we do.  One of the gifts of working in a community with a lot of retired people is that I cannot tell myself that I’ll have more time later in my life—retired people can be just as busy, just as preoccupied as I am!  We cannot use community as a way to evade call.  God calls each of us, and we each need to respond.

On Christmas Eve, I talked about how God doesn’t wait until we’re ready, until the world is ready, to be born among us.  God doesn’t wait until we have our lives together.  God doesn’t wait until the world is at peace.  God shows up fully, incarnate, right in the midst of our messy, imperfect world.  But that good news has another side to it.  God doesn’t wait until we have our lives together to call us, invite us, and make use of us.  God calls us now.  God makes use of us now—our gifts and our deficits, the things we are ready to share and the things we want to keep hidden.  We kneel at the manger and empty the tank.  And God receives it all as a gift.

Thanks be to God!
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