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“l Had Seen Birth and Death, but Thought
They Were Different”

| am inviting us to think todker duringthese weks of the Christmas/Epiphasgason
about issues of identitpurpose ad vocation. BAst we& we bgan byconsideringhe matter of
identity. | pointed out that thereeavarigy of identities for Jesus in gospebsenplified bythe
various brth narratives a lack thereof. Mark’s Jess isamystay, with no stay of his origins.
Matthew and Luke each have staies dout Jesus’ conception and birth, but they have dmost
nothingin common. Jom’s gospd is theclearest ébout who Jesis isand where hecomes from,
and that gspel’s prologe wa our foais last week. écording to John, dsus is the one who
lives nextto the Féher’s hart, and the @spel writerinvites us to claim that identifpr
ourselves & individuals and as ammunities.

Appeding, isn't it? To believethat we ach live nat to God’s beatindgpeat, like an
infant on its mother’s best? And to be suref that identitydayin and dayout, no matter wha
comes our \&y? It's espedlly attradive to us if we had 8awed or faled relaionship wih our
own paents, who mayot have loved us, doved us enoug or loved us in the wave neded.
But knowing who we are in the sght of God — asJedus did — is far more thanaaessing a
wam feding. | sugested last wek that wha we know viho we trulyarewe dso realize what
we are in theworld todo— wha our purposeis. And daiming an identity can cause
controvesy when that pypose contrdicts the status quo. Think of Malcolm Xexfhemade the
Hajj, Martin Luther King X. atter his “I| Havea Dream Speeh” in Washingon D.C., Bobby
Kennealy's choiceto run for pesident, Nsson Mandelas decision to a@pt the ledership of the
African Nationd Congress,and, only last week, the consequences d Benazir Bhutto's retum to
Pakistan. We call theseggae “political figures”but what does thattually mean in theseass
but claiming an identity and the purpose tha goes dong with it?

In today’s gospd we see Jes’ identity and purpose causng quite an wproa. We endto
miss the key phrasein Matthew’s rerrative of thearrival of themagi, not because we nead to
know Greek, as ve did last wele, but becase weneed somaéistorical bakground not supplied
by the gspel text Heod the Grat was not dull Jew but an Bomite, or tumaea as theywere
known bythe NewTestament p@&d, supposed to be thesdendats of &cob’s twin, Esau.
Through political ambition and artful collaboration with the Roman occupiers of theMiddle East
Herod was avarded the title “Kingof the Jews” byhe Roman senatand his claim to the throne
was eforced byRome’s legpns. h an attempt to ende himself to his peopledtod undeook
the expanson and beautifi cation of the Second Temple, but the people of Israel continued to
continue him a usurpand trator. With this backgound wecan nowunderstand Wy the mags
question, “Where is thehdd who has begeborn king ofthe &#ws? When Herod herd this, he
was fightened, and lhJeruségem with him.” By“all Jerusalem” thgjospel writemo doubt
intends the nework of corrupt dficials Herod hed instdled to shore up hisweak popular support.

The magi, of course, are nat Jews, but gentiles from Pesia — Iran — sothar questionis
perhgs an innocat one. Theyrestudents of all the world’religons and find in the fth of
Israe the seed o& univesal belief. heyunderstand thiahe child “born kingof the Jews” is a
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long-awated answeto the troublingyuestions ofdrad's history, but theyalso see sonti@ng
more in him. Their@ival in Jerusalem both honor’srad’s historyand braks it open into new
arenas, swggest rew interpretations invites ths andent community to se itself interacting with
theworld in previoudy unmagined ways.

Therearemanysigns ofthe significant historyof St. Mark’s pash all around gur
buildings, and | an stuck by how many of you seem to know and teke pride in tha histay. St
Mark’s, the mother chah of theNorth Shore, its historic building now dogtifully restorel. But
areyou mer¢y the sum of gur anestors’ history What is ypur own dapterto write? What
identity and purpose can you claim for yourselves?

One ofthe dangr ofinterim periods foanyparish communitys that the fores of status
guo assdrthemselves powairlly. Manyvoices mayexpress some version of thentiment
“Let’s just gt past this. It's tncomfortable bang without arector.” My best alvice to youis
this: don'’t tryto ge past it. live into the moment. Discoveoyr identityand purposapat
from a ector, and apd from you ancstors of blessed mempoas wédl. Like the mag you can
honor history and still take it in new directions

Do haveanyidea how may parish prafes end up soundinglike? That's beauseof
thosesameforces d status quo looking for theleast dsruptive pah through the hiring process
combined with the f& that duringa seach both pashes andlergy candidées revet to junior
high gym class and thes&rof not beingpicked br the tean. The desir¢o be liked, to be
chosen, an lea us into less-than-honest pd@owhee we fear to bestraightforward about who
we redly are and what we mog truly long for. Yet it's been myexperience tha it’s the strongest
profiles, the ong willing to be quirky or bold, or expressing bigvision, that attract the
strongest dergy leaders, individuals who are clear about thar identity and purpose and looking to
partne with an gually clea community Nowhee morethan hee does thada@ “Nothing
venturel, nothing @ined” apply.

Think of the magas a se&h mwmmittee @nd no, not beawuise thgre looking for a
messiah!). They reverence Isragl’ s history, but in the toddler Jesus they recognize the next
chapte in that historyand it's a majoexpansion of the vision. Butagpingthat vision and
living into it can be ostly. T. S. Eliot captured that truth in his famous poehng’ Journeyf
the Mag.” When we trulyremgnize our identityand purpos&e mayhave to die to the ay
we'd thought o oursdves p till tha moment.

All this was a longime a@, | remanmber,

And I would do it agin, but set down

This set down

This: werewe led d that wayfor

Birth or Deah? Therewas aBirth, certanly,

We had evidereand no doubt.Had see birth and deth,
But had thought they were different; this Birth was

Hard and bitter gonyfor us, like Dath, our dath.

We returnd to our placs, these Kindoms,

But no longer & easenere in the old dispensation,
With an alien peple clutchingheir gods. Ishould be d of aother dath!

'From T. S. Eliot Collected Poes1909-1962Faber 1974)



In Hiot’s conception themagi see sanething true about themsdves and about the child
for whom theybring gifts: gold, beause thg see ladeship in him frankinense, beausethey
see @d in him; nyrrh, becausetheysense that his entual death haiimplications fortheir own
deaths. Sometimes weatkan outsidés perspective to disaa our truevocation. Gifts that
show uswho we are, and what we are capable of. As various folk comein and ou of this
communityin the comingveeks and months to assisiy duringyour interim time, Ipraythat
theywill offer you the dfts the magoffered the Christ Child: gifts that nameuwr potential for
leadeship, that celerateyour unique quigty of holiness, that helpoy see Wwat ca die and whia
can be barn as you prepare to lreak open your history into anew chapter. May this ommunity
betherecipient of many swch powerful, difficult gifts in the coming morths
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