Sermon Feast of the Epiphany 2025
We had more than one choice for our gospel reading today.  I chose the traditional gospel associated with the Feast of the Epiphany.  It is a story that is part of the familiar Christmas stories.  However, if you really digest what this story is all about, it is a story about power and influence and how it is used by Herod and by the wise men.
Most people know the Bible does not say there were three wise men. But their three gifts, of gold, frankincense, and myrrh, have led to the story being told that way. There might have been dozens of them; there might have been only two. And churchgoing Christians have been told often enough that the crib scenes in which they are there with the shepherds and the animals are not really true to life, and not only because the wise men probably did not arrive on the scene until as long as two years later, according to Matthew, when the shepherds would have been long back in their fields.
The magi represent the coming of the Gentile nations to do homage to the Jewish Messiah, with all their wealth, power, and wisdom. This is forecast in passages like Isaiah 11: 1-10 or Psalm 72. The baby in the manger is the king of the world, and the magi symbolize his power over the wise and great just as the shepherds symbolize his care for the poor and humble. Every knee shall bow to Christ.  They represent a real and urgent choice, made not just 2,000 years ago but one we all must make every day. 


The magi have the choice of two kings to honor. One is Herod in Jerusalem; the other is Jesus in Bethlehem. It would have been easy for them to be taken in by the trappings of Herod's power and to stay in Jerusalem when they arrived. They knew, though, that their journey was not over. 
Geographically, it is only a short distance from Jerusalem to Bethlehem. Spiritually, they are a world apart. When they asked Herod where the Messiah was to be born, they were being politically foolish – no ancient king could tolerate such a threat to his authority – but spiritually wise, in realizing that Herod was not their man.  And each of us must make the same choice between the status quo – safety, respectability, and influence – and Christ, who asks us to sacrifice all of these to him.
This leads me to reflect on someone who in my humble opinion wielded real worldly power and used ever ounce of it and every fiber of his being to use power in service of others.  A person for whom faith was the guiding star of his life and has inspired millions by his example.  I am talking about President Jimmy Carter who died this week at 100.  To me he was a man who used everything God gave him in service of people in this country and across the world.  And, he understood how to use power in service of others.
In regards to his faith Carter wrote, “My faith demands that I do whatever I can, wherever I am, whenever I can, for as long as I can with whatever I have to try to make a difference.”  Jimmy Carter showed us what faith looks like when it is lived in a life of public service. 
Although he thought of himself as a dyed-in-the-wool evangelical, his example is an inspiration to all Christians. “To me,” he wrote in Faith: A Journey for All, “Jesus Christ is not an object to be worshipped but a person and a constant companion.” This intimate faith was always at the forefront of Carter’s life, guiding his actions as much when he was president of the United States as it did before and after his time in office.
Today, however, we recognize Carter’s lifelong integrity and courage. His work since he left the Oval Office shines with his dedication to both human rights and his faith. His life reminds us what God requires of us: “to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God” (Micah 6:8, which Carter quoted at his inaugural address).
	The first time I saw Carter in person was on September 17, 1978 at the White House.  I was a junior in college at Catholic University and I knew history was being made that day.  I left campus that Sunday to witness history.  At the White House Egyptian President Anwar el-Sadat and Israeli Prime Minister Menachem Begin signed the Camp David Accords laying the groundwork for a permanent peace agreement between Egypt and Israel after three decades of hostilities. The accords were negotiated during 12 days of intensive talks at President Jimmy Carter’s Camp David retreat in the Mountains of Maryland. The final peace agreement—the first between Israel and one of its Arab neighbors—was signed in March 1979. Sadat and Begin were jointly awarded the 1978 Nobel Peace Prize for their efforts.  I simply had to witness history, and this act that was one of the crowning achimenes of his presidency.  This accord is still in place despite the many other missteps made in the Middel East.
	I also admired that President Carter made a decision that sunk his ability to win another term.  He knew drastic measures needed to take place to stop the inflation and stagnation that started under the former Nixon administration.  With inflation at 17% austere measures were needed.  The problems with foreign oil and the collapse of Iran made fuel prices skyrocket and only severe action was needed to fix it.  He appointed Paul Volker, an American economist who served as the 12th chairman of the Federal Reserve from 1979 to 1987. During his tenure as chairman, Volcker was widely credited with having ended the high levels of inflation seen in the United States throughout the 1970s and early 1980s, with measures known as the Volcker shock.  However, this move sealed Carter’s fate and he lost to Ronald Reagan.  Carter was willing to put his own political career in jeopardy for the good of the nation, which he did. A move more akin to the wise magi than the power-hungry Herod of today’s gospel who was so threatened by the birth of Jesus that he killed all the young boys of Bethlehem just to be sure he would not lose that power.
	Power is not just something used by those in high places.  Each of us in our own lives exercises power in a variety of ways.  The question the magi leave us with today is how do we use power?  Do we use it to consolidate power for ourselves and our own gain?  Or do we follow the example of the Magi and of Jesus and use our power “to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God”?  Each one of us has that choice every day.  May we choose wisely.  Amen.

2

