Glorious Journey 						12/21/47





Scripture:  Matthew 2: 1-11





The story which I read this morning, from the second chapter of Matthew, has to do with a journey by three men from the east --- called “wise men” in Matthew’s account.  Probably many would call them not so wise; some might even call them fools.  They came looking for a babe whom they found in a little Jewish village.  Unknown, unrecognized by anyone except a few humble vision-chasing shepherds, this child had been born in a barn; of a humble mother who was wife of a simple craftsman, an ordinary carpenter of his day.  What eventually became of this child who was visited by shepherds and by these three men from off in the east?





A Christmas greeting which I received this year from a Wisconsin Rapids business firm (and many of you received it, too) summarizes in a business man’s language what became of him.





JESUS OF NAZARETH





	Here is a man who was born in an obscure village, the child of a peasant woman.  He grew up in another obscure village.   He worked in a carpenter shop until He was thirty years of age, and then for three years He was an itinerant preacher.  He never wrote a book.  He never held an office.  He never owned a home.  He never had a family.  He never went to college.  He never put His foot inside a big city.  He never traveled two hundred miles from the place where He  was born.  He never did one of the things that usually accompanies greatness.  He had no credentials but Himself.  He had nothing to do with in this world except the naked power of His divine manhood.





	While still a young man, the tide of public opinion turned against Him.  His friends ran away.  One of them denied Him.  Another betrayed Him.  He was turned over to His enemies.  He went through the mockery of a trial.  He was nailed upon the cross between two thieves.  While He was dying His executioners gambled for the only piece of property He had on earth - and that was His coat.  When He was dead He was taken down and laid in a borrowed grave through the pity of a friend.





	Of course after Nineteen wide centuries have come and gone, He is today the centerpiece of the human race and the Leader of the column of progress.





	I am far within the mark when I say that all the armies that ever marched, and all the navies that were ever built, and all the parliaments that ever sat, and all the kings that ever reigned, put together, have not affected the life of man upon this earth as has that one solitary life.





-------


But how could those three men from the east have known what his influence would be like after 19 centuries?  They might have been thought fools for their attention to him then.





The journey of these three men from the east began, according to tradition, at divergent points.  One came from India; one from Persia; another from Chaldea.  It was about a month before the birth of Jesus at Bethlehem; -- and longer than that before they saw him.





For many hundreds of years, the 4-week period before Christmas has been called “Advent,” and marked as such by churches and Christian folk.  It is a season which has great value.  It prepares us for the proper appreciation of that tremendous event when Christ the Lord came to earth in humble human form so that God might demonstrate what a human life can be and should be.  As we ourselves journey once again to the manger of Bethlehem, it is helpful to appreciate that journey of the three men from the east, whom tradition has named Gaspar, Melchior and Balthazar.





When understood by us, their journey will help to make our journey more glorious.  That is the purpose for which the church of Christ strives -- to make living a joyful, lustrous experience.  If a church fails to help people live in joy, it is because it gets too much entangled in “don’ts” or with life in the hereafter; or with doctrinal and organizational impediments.  When a church succeeds, it is in the spirit of those three wise fools from the east who sought - and found - something wonderful, whether anyone else saw it or not.





Several observations may be made on these travelers from the east which may be of use to us in our time.





(1)  First, they disencumbered themselves of much.  Leaving old forms and familiar places, they set out in search of a better King than any of their own mighty nations knew.  In the spirit of pioneering, they set out.  Moses had been such an adventurer, for thinking that there was something better for his people than the brick yards of Egypt.  Paul became such when he left then- respectable Phariseeism for danger and a discovery of Jesus.  Martin Luther, the Pilgrims -- scores of others you could name set out, disencumbered of old impedimenta, for new and better ways.





There is great need for a larger practice, especially among us religious folk, of the art of “laying aside” encumbering impedimenta.  If there is too much “ox-cart thinking” in religion, it is time to lay aside the things that bind us in religious fear or dogma or tradition.  Ours is one of the churches which does attempt to lay aside that which is useless, and which hinders, that we may perhaps find the glorious, better part of living. --- not the cutting loose of standards, so that we sink to the dull and disastrous level of secular indifference, but the casting off of impedimenta that we may find the glory of God in every corner of human existence.





(2)  A second helpful observation on these three travelers of old is that they acted on what their spirits saw, even though their minds did not comprehend it.  The world of human experience moves forward on the discoveries of those who will not wait in dull helplessness for some magic revelation of a whole truth, but set out in pursuit of their visions; that their spiritual clues may lead to more knowledge.  





I do not know whether or not a star moved through the sky until it hung, low and brilliant, over a Bethlehem barn.  I do not know whether or not one of the present known stars seemed to be the guiding light of those men.  I do not even care!  For I know there was a star in their hearts, a light in their spirits, a calling to their souls to which they responded with action.





Whether they could give a reasonable explanation to their neighbors or not, they got together their supplies and their camels and started out to make paths in a spiritual wilderness.





The truly wise do not set hard and fast boundaries to their minds’ comprehension.  They are always open to visions, ready to see new stars, to adopt more holy goals, nobler living.  The church will help you get your goods and camels together, and will give you a strong fellowship on the journey of those who see stars and strive to follow them.





(3)  Again, those wise ones from the east were dominated by a magnificent purpose.  It has always been so -- that living becomes glorious only when it is divinely purposeful.  Living within the limits of getting and spending, accumulating and keeping, working and resting, eating and drinking, playing and sleeping, is too dull.  Essential as all these functions are, they are, alone, too much like plowing, to raise oats, to feed a horse, to plow more fields, to raise more oats to feed more horses.





The greatness of Christianity lies in its ability to make the lives of people magnificently purposeful.  For this reason the teaching of Jesus far exceeds in value the philosophy of any other teacher in the world - as the layman quoted earlier in the Christmas greeting pointed out.  Jesus is King indeed because of the ruling of his own soul.  He mandates his own life to human betterment.  He decrees a Kingdom among men where love is the law of life.





On our journey it is important for us to carry rare gifts -- gold of kind deeds done; frankincense of love and forgiveness gladly given; myrrh of gentleness and patience with God’s children.





We may not have those gifts at the beginning of the journey.  Who knows whether the three wise men started with their gifts or got them on the way?  But we can accumulate our gifts on the way, building treasures of achievement and loyalty.





The practice of good will and mercy can add luster and glory to the journey, and help point our purposes.





(4)  Finally, those men from the East gave their gifts without thought of favor, just for the love of giving.  How foolish they must have seemed to those who were accustomed to buying favor and advantage with rulers by means of their gifts!  Many a “gift” to those in positions of temporal power is expected to show returns as an investment!





Not so the gifts brought to Bethlehem.  Here were the offerings of love, given for the sake of love and adoration.  And they filled the air with a spiritual radiance which transcends the world of pushing and hatred.





The church which belongs to Bethlehem’s babe, to Nazareth’s teacher, to the world’s Savior, will help you and me to (1) throw off old impedimenta, (2) act on our vision, (3) find a splendid purpose, and (4) give of ourselves in the sheer joy of those who live not “from cradle to grave,” but from beginning to everlasting, in a glorious journey!





----------------





Delivered in Wisconsin Rapids, December 21, 1947.


