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The Absolute Tenderness of God!
God’s Powerful Non-violence!
Today we are celebrating Epiphany, the coming of the light, but I am primarily aware of darkness.  This has been a very difficult week for Laura and me.  We have watched Aaron’s condition worsen each day and have wracked our brains with how to respond (Aaron is our son who has to cope with bi-polar one and is currently hospitalized in Portland.).  Our emotions have been volatile and getting up in the morning an effort.  People have been wonderful and our support system strong; prayers have come from every direction and we have been touched.  But still our Aaron is sick and we feel helpless.  He is suffering immensely and we cannot prevent it.  What does God’s word have to say to us and our situation?  Many of you have walked in our shoes, maybe not with reference to mental illness but with other life threatening situations.  This is where Laura and I are as we encounter the lectionary texts morning.  
We start in darkness!  “In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, wise men from the East came to Jerusalem.”  The time of King Herod was a dark time.  King Herod was a brutal despot.  Life was cheap; trust fragile, political intrigue deadly and chronic.  The rivalrous ghosts in Herod’s head so powerful that even mentioning a baby predicted to become king aroused such fear in Herod that he set upon a horrific plan of action.  He would kill all the baby boys born in Bethlehem during the time the eastern travelers said this child would have been born.  Right away we know that darkness does not like light and will do whatever it can to stamp it out.  And it is fear that drives the darkness.  “When King Herod heard this, he was frightened, and all Jerusalem with him.”  
This wasn’t the private fear of a guilty king; all the religious and legal leaders were alarmed and they gathered to research the threat.  They are the ones who told Herod what the prophets had said about Messiah being born in Bethlehem and then quoted the verse.  The world is terrified when it hears that a Messiah of peace may be on the way.  It will do what ever it can to stop him.
While this week I personally have dwelt in a land of thick darkness where darkness seems to cover the earth, underneath the darkness I continue to believe God’s hand is somehow at work even when we can’t see it.  With today’s Psalm I trust that “he delivers the needy when they call, the poor and those who have no helper.  He has pity on the weak and the needy, and saves the lives of the needy.  From oppression and violence he redeems their life; and precious is their blood in his sight.”  We are the needy, we are the poor, we are the weak, we the ones afflicted by violence whose life he redeems.  Our blood is precious in his sight.  We have a God who cares, a God who has opened a way, a God who allowed himself to be born in the time of Herod—a dark time.  And even now, with the wise men, we come to pay him homage.  
We start in the darkness and then we see light.  This is the movement of Epiphany.  We start in our depression, our helplessness, our despair, our emptiness, our weakness, and our fearfulness and then upon us the light shines.  The light sets us to wandering and we follow where it leads.  We don’t know where the light is going but we follow anyway.  It is light, after all, and preferable to darkness, but we can only see it in the darkness.  We wouldn’t have seen it if it hadn’t been dark.   Light almost always comes in darkness.

The wise men followed the star through the dark night “until it stopped over the place where the child was.”  The star does not just go on and on, wandering through the darkness forever.  It stops and it stops where the child was.  Nothing in scripture is more profound than this.  There is a focal point for our longings, an end to our search, a point of crystallization were everything aligns and all makes sense.   All of history zeros in on a cradle containing a child who is as human as we are and still fully God.  
When the star stopped over the child, they were overwhelmed with joy.  I rejoice that the star stopped.  We are not wandering in the track-less desert of our nightmares.  There is a center to the universe, a point to our existence; a plan set into being before creation even began.   I am found.  The Christ child has found me.  While the wise men brought their treasures of gold, frankincense and myrrh to give the child, in the child they found their greatest treasure.  While they offered gifts, he is the gift to all human kind.
So far I have begun each line of thought from my personal experience of darkness this week, a darkness into which I am confident a light will yet shine.  But there is another segment of my life into which rays of light have already begun to appear.  I am excited and hopeful about the flashes of light I see illumining our church.  Isaiah 60, our Hebrew scripture reading, does not seem artificial and out of touch with an emerging spirit I sense beginning to envelop us.  

“Arise, shine, for your light has come, and the glory of the LORD has risen upon you.”  This is not poetry; dreamy, flowery language of hopefulness; it is happening.  We are beginning to get a vision for what we have here.  We are starting to see that we have been grasped by a new perspective and by a person who embodies it.  We are beginning to sense the absolute tenderness of God.  We are just beginning to see the implications of God’s non-violence seen in Jesus.  
“For darkness shall cover the earth, and thick darkness the peoples; but the Lord will arise upon you, and his glory will appear over you.”  We live in a time of darkness, thick darkness; but Christ’s glory has appeared to us.  Our light has come.  The light is the revelation of Jesus and the understanding he brings to the human condition.  To use Paul’s vocabulary, we have been given access to the “mystery of Christ”.  In today’s epistle Paul writes, “This grace was given to me to bring to the Gentiles the news of the boundless riches of Christ, and to make everyone see what is the plan of the mystery hidden for ages in God who created all things.”  

This same grace has been given to us.  We too have seen the light.  “Lift up your eyes and look around; they all gather together, they come to you; your sons shall come from far away, and your daughters shall be carried on their nurses’ arm.”  When we get the message right, the people will come.  Our children will come, our neighbors, our friends and even total strangers like the travelers from the east.  In fact, “Nations shall come to your light, and kings to the brightness of your dawn.”  We have something big here.  And it is not us; it is Jesus, the light that shines in the darkness.
Isaiah 60, verse 5, “Then you shall see and be radiant, your heart shall thrill and rejoice.”  What are we seeing that causes us to be radiant?  We are seeing the absolute tenderness of God, God’s non-violent grace where his judgment is mercy.  The character of God is revealed in a vulnerable baby in a manger who grows up, shoulders the sin of the world and pronounces God’s forgiveness in response to our cruelty and hardness of heart.  Because we are coming to see the boundless riches of Christ, our hearts thrill and rejoice. 
We have a message our culture desperately needs and when we have grown in our faith to where we confidently proclaim it, our hearts will sing and people will come.  And these people will bring all kinds of gifts of their own that will enrich us and challenge us to further growth.  There will be an abundance!  As Isaiah says, “the abundance of the sea shall be brought to you, the wealth of the nations shall come to you.  A multitude of camels shall cover you, young camels of Midian and Ephah; all those from Sheba shall come.  They shall bring gold and frankincense, and shall proclaim the praise of the LORD.”

For this to happen we are all going to be asked to be servants like Paul in the weeks and months ahead.  Paul said, “Of this gospel I have become a servant according to the gift of God’s grace that was given me by the working of his power.”  God’s power is working in us.  Let’s move forward, proclaiming the absolute tenderness of God, expressed nonviolently in Jesus with boldness and confidence through faith in him.  Amen. 
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