May I speak in the name of the one true God: creator, redeemer, sustainer.  Amen

One of the hackneyed old complaints of grumpy old men like me is that Christmas starts earlier every year.  As soon as the summer holidays are over the barbecue stuff in the supermarkets is replaced by christmas cards and crackers.  It's true, isn't it?  And this year it's also struck me that Christmas ends earlier and earlier as the years go by.  People are throwing out their Christmas trees before the New Year champagne has had time to go flat.  And here we are, on January 2nd, celebrating the Epiphany.  It's only the ninth day of Christmas, you know – we're only up to nine ladies dancing.  People like me with December birthdays are still waiting for our verse to come round, and those twelve drummers won't be playing until this coming Wednesday.  January 6th, Thursday, is the actual feast of the Epiphany – but for whatever reason, the church now chooses to observe the feast on the Sunday that falls between 2nd and 8th January.

And so here we are.  Here they are: the three wise men who had been lurking on a ledge over by the door are now welcomed into the stable.  Welcomed into the home – the humble, temporary home – of the infant Messiah.  When we consider these stories – the wise men, the shepherds – the stories of strangers coming to worship the baby Jesus, we tend to focus on what's in the visitors' minds: the worship, the awe, the wonder.  We don't focus so much on Mary and Joseph – this exhausted couple, miles away from home, camping out in an outhouse with this new baby.  The last thing they must have wanted was a bunch of strangers barging in on them – but apparently they welcomed them in.  And there, I think, lie the roots of a tradition I mentioned last time I preached on the Epiphany, five years ago – the tradition of blessing the home, and marking the lintel in chalk with the number of the year and the letters C M B – representing both the traditional names of the wise men, and also the phrase Christus mansionem benedicat: May Christ bless this home.  We've printed off a few copies of the little liturgy I found back then, and I'd encourage you, if the idea appeals, to pick up a copy from the back of the church and bless your own home – either today or on Thursday, the feast itself.

But let’s turn back to our scripture.  The readings we've heard don't leave much room for uncertainty about the church’s view of the message of the Epiphany.  There's that great passage from Isaiah: arise, shine, for your light has come.  The time of darkness is over and people will come from all over the world into the light of God.  Paul, writing to a largely Gentile community in Ephesus, the great port city in Asia Minor, reassures them that both Jews and Gentiles are members of the one body, and sharers in the promise of the Gospel.  And then Matthew tells us the familiar story of the visit of the Magi.  Familiar indeed, even if not all of the familiar bits – that there were three of them, that they were kings, their names – not all of those familiar bits are actually there in the passage.  And this is a story unique to Matthew – it's not in the other three Gospels.  So it's worth asking ourselves, why is it there in Matthew's account?  Why was the message of this story so important in the context in which Matthew was writing?

The scholarly consensus is that Matthew was almost certainly a Jew, probably living in a mixed Jewish-Gentile community in a significant city, possibly Antioch.  More than the other evangelists, he seems to have been concerned with the church as the body of Christ, and with God's continuing presence in the church.  He is also concerned to emphasise that Jesus represents the fulfilment of the promises of Jewish scripture – we see that in his quotation from the prophet Micah in today's gospel, and in his allusion to our Isaiah passage in the gifts of the Magi.  But he's also critical of the Jewish establishment: it's Matthew who has John the Baptist speak of a brood of vipers, and of God raising up sons for Abraham from the rocks.  For Matthew Jesus represents a continuation, a restoration and a widening of God's revelation of himself.  And so we have the wise men, gentile students of the Jewish prophecies, coming to recognise the one born to be king of the Jews – and we have them welcomed into his dwelling place.

Here and elsewhere Matthew is telling us that the Jews have had an authentic revelation of God, but that they've lost sight of it.  They've got so tied up in rules and rituals that they no longer have the living relationship with God that the patriarchs had.  The prophets to whom Matthew regularly refers proclaimed the same message: Micah, shortly after the passage Matthew quotes here, asks the people: “what does the Lord require of you  but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God”.  God's message to the Jews is the same as it ever was, says Matthew, if only they'd hear it; and now it's available to the Gentiles too.  And perhaps the Gentiles can hear it more clearly because it's not obscured by all the baggage.

I think there might be a warning there for us too.  A warning not to let the Good News of Jesus Christ be buried under a lot of rules and rituals.  A reminder that the way we do things isn't the only way to know God.  That the wonderful prologue to John's Gospel that we heard on Christmas morning doesn't say that “to all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become members of the Church of England”.  Our rituals – our bells and smells, our colourful vestments, our standing and kneeling and crossing ourselves – all of these can be great helps to us in experiencing the presence of God among us, but they aren't the heart of the Gospel.  And we need to be careful that what's proclaimed here, from this pulpit but also in everything we do, both here and in our daily lives, is the Good News of Jesus Christ.  Who are our Gentiles, our pagans?  When they come through our doors, can we be sure that they will meet the Christ child, or will he be obscured by the baggage.

It was this kind of concern that led C S Lewis to put together the series of radio talks that later became his book 'Mere Christianity'.  He was concerned that on the one hand the diversity of ways of doing Christianity, and on the other, the rituals associated with those ways, made it hard for an outsider to discern the true message.  And so his talks tried to strip away all the optional extras and set out merely the core of what it is to be a Christian: those things on which pretty much everyone who called her or himself a Christian could agree.  An impossible task, really, but Lewis made a pretty good fist of it in the context of his time, and I think it's an exercise that it's worth us doing, in our minds, from time to time.  Asking ourselves what's essential to our being Christians, and what's merely helpful to us.

In that spirit maybe we can also consider what 'mere Church' might be.  What's the essence of what we do here, and not just the way we happen to do it because it works for us?  I'd point to three things.  

First, we meet God in one another.  A solitary Christian is an incomplete Christian – and about as much use as a solitary footballer.  Our life in God is all about relationship, with God and with one another.  We are, as Paul said to the Ephesians, members of the same body and sharers in the promise of Christ Jesus through the Gospel.

Second, we meet God in his word.  We listen to God's word being read to us, and we listen to the thoughts of someone who's spent a bit of time studying the scripture on what it might have to say to us in our context.  Through that we can grow in our understanding of God's revelation of himself and of what it means for our lives.

And third, we meet God in the Eucharist.  In this great sacrament that Christ himself instituted, we become part of his body by partaking of his body and his blood.

Mere Church.  If our pagan, our gentile, can see these things, then perhaps he or she too can meet God here among us.
I hope you’ll forgive me if I finish by recycling one other thing from my Epiphany sermon five years ago – the Epiphany haiku that I wrote.  Seventeen syllables that I think fit quite well with what I’ve said this morning.
The word became flesh

In a babe at Bethlehem

And at his table.

Amen

