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“Speaking Christian: Faith”
Isaiah 60:1-6 and Matthew 2:1-12 January 6, 2019

Well, Christmas has come and gone, a new year has begun, 
and we are again gathered in worship. And, just when we 
might be tempted to give in to the post-Christmas blues, 
the church celebrates another holiday. Just when the nights 
seem darkest and the days seem shortest, we are reading and 
singing and preaching all about light. 

I don’t know about you, but I always experience at least a 
little bit of a letdown as the joy and beauty of the holidays 
gives way to a long January gloom. On Tuesday afternoon, I 
returned to Indianapolis by myself, a day ahead of the rest of 
my family. As I walked into our house, I was struck by how 
all that had seemed festive seven days earlier now looked sad. 
The tree was drooping. The battery-operating lights were 
dimming. The sounds of laughter and joy replaced by silence. 
I thought of W.H. Auden’s oratorio “For the Time Being,” 
which beautifully describes this post -Christmas mood:

Well, so that is that. Now we must dismantle the tree,
Putting the decorations back into their cardboard boxes -- 
Some have got broken -- and carrying them up to the attic. 
he holly and the mistletoe must be taken down and burnt, 
And the children got ready for school. There are enough 
Left-overs to do, warmed-up, for the rest of the week -- 
Not that we have much appetite, having drunk such a lot, 
Stayed up so late, attempted -- quite unsuccessfully -- 
To love all of our relatives, and in general 
Grossly overestimated our powers. Once again , 
As in previous years, we have seen the actual Vision and failed  
To do more than entertain it as an agreeable  
Possibility, once again we have sent Him away, 

I am haunted by Auden’s words each year. Here, at the 
beginning of January, it’s back to the “real world”, the one 
that we left behind, if we were lucky, for a day or two over the 
holidays. Once again, we have sent Christmas away; packed 
up in boxes and stored in the attic until next December.

And yet, there is something about that Vision that will 
not let us go. Auden describes it this way, “To those who 
have seen the child, however dimly, however incredulously, 
the time being is, in a sense, the most trying time of all. 
We can repress the joy, but the guilt remains conscious; 

remembering the stable where for once in our lives 
everything became a You and nothing was an It.” i

Today, as our calendars turn to another year and we 
gather our strength to face it all again, the church celebrates 
Epiphany. The word describes a striking revelation or sudden 
insight. Mine usually come in the middle of the night or in 
the shower. I have always been grateful that I was ordained on 
Epiphany, eleven years ago today. On Epiphany, we hear again 
the story of those three seekers magi, or kings, or wise men, 
who traveled from afar following a star to the place where the 
Christ child was. It is a beautiful and compelling story. The 
vision. The prophecy. The political intrigue. The journey. The 
star. The treasures of gold, frankincense, and myrrh.

Epiphany is a testament to the church’s conviction that 
the Christmas story must not end in a stable in Bethlehem. 
No, the Vision reminds us that the time being is the time 
that matters. The journey reminds us that we, like the wise 
men, are still seeking the truth that led them to worship 
with overwhelming joy. 

I believe that we who might be tempted to give in to the 
post-Christmas letdown can take great comfort in the story 
of the wise men. When Jesus was born in Bethlehem, they 
missed it. They were still many miles off and months away. 
They were duped by King Herod and surely dealt with all 
the complications and difficulties of holiday travel. How 
many of us can relate? How many of us longed to experience 
the joy of Christmas but for some reason were not fully 
present in the moment? How many of us need another shot 
at Christmas joy and meaning? The week before Christmas, 
one member of the church stopped by the church office; as 
we talked, he mentioned that his celebration of Christmas 
may have to wait until April; just too busy right now. I think 
many of us can relate. Surely the wise men could.

Their story gives us this blessed assurance: it is not too 
late. What distinguishes these three is not their punctuality 
but their seeking. They didn’t give up. They journeyed on. 
And in the seeking, they found truth and joy. The same can 
be true of we modern-day seekers.

As we begin a new year in worship at Second Presbyterian 
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Church, we are spending these first few weeks focused on 
some of the central words of our tradition. We begin with 
faith, and here too the magi can be instructive for us. In 
our time, faith can sound settled and static. Or it can be 
reduced to more pedestrian uses—we’ve been hearing it a 
lot in reference to the Colts lately. But this Epiphany day 
challenges those assumptions. 

If we are going to relearn the language of Christian faith 
in a way that is compelling and real, in a way that impacts 
our lives, we are going to need to begin with this central 
truth: to call ourselves people of Christian faith is about 
more than simply what we believe to be true. Having faith 
means grounding our lives in the faithfulness of God, it 
means trusting God enough to live out the faith we profess.

Here, at the commencement of the year 2019, everyone 
is looking for some truth that is deeper than the often-
overwhelming lies all around us. We hear them constantly; 
claiming that life is devoid of meaning, that the bottom 
line is the bottom line, that anger is more powerful than 
forgiveness, that preservation of the self is the highest calling. 

Most of us have exhausted other options. We have found 
that feelings of apathy and despair cannot be conquered by 
working harder or living faster or grasping more tightly on 
to what we have. We have found they cannot be overcome 
through simple denial and isolation and retreat. We have 
found that they cannot be assuaged by lashing out angrily 
against those who see things differently. We have found 
that they cannot be suppressed for long by following the 
compulsion to turn inward and see to the needs of only 
myself, my family, those most like me. These remedies have 
proven impotent to sustain and nourish us.

And so we come. Seekers in search of real community, 
hungry for a deep theology of grace, needing of a vision 
of the kingdom. The traveling kings could have given up, 
but something propelled them forward. No longer content 
with their lives of abundance and comfort, they become 
seekers, following…following what? Matthew says it was a 
star; I believe it was also a vision; the Vision of one who 
would bring purpose beyond what they could imagine. 
They became seekers.

When we stop seeking, we cease to be followers of a living 
God. The journey of wise women and men never ends. 
There will be epiphanies along the way, sudden realizations 
of some exciting truth, some life-changing insight, some 
soul-comforting wisdom. The point is to never rest in our 
assumptions or grow smug in our understanding. The point 

is to wrestle with discomfort and open ourselves to new 
experiences. Remember, the opposite of faith is not doubt…it 
is certainty. Faith always opens us to the newness God intends. 
Faith demands seeking searching, probing, pondering. 

As individuals and as a congregation, we must commit 
ourselves to ceaseless seeking, to continued growth in faith, 
hope, and love. Perhaps, here at the beginning of a new year, 
you find yourself longing for deeper faith. My suggestion 
is this: keep seeking. Commit to the journey. Follow the 
star. This year may bring an epiphany in your life.  In his 
masterful, Four Quartets, T.S. Eliot writes:

With the drawing of this Love and the voice of this Calling
We shall not cease from exploration 
And the end of all our exploring 
Will be to arrive where we started 
And know the place for the first time. ii

And…what a journey it will be! Happy Epiphany, Second! 
Happy New Year! Amen.

__________________________
i  W.H. Auden, “For The Time Being: A Christmas Oratorio” in Collected 
Longer Poems. Random House, 1934.
ii  T.S. Eliot, “For Quartets,” http://www.coldbacon.com/poems/fq.html


