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Christmas Day surely is, “slow as Christmas”! Yaice it haszome, the opposite is just

as true. Just as slowds it comes, it's gone in the blink of an eye.eAft 6-week buildup,
Christmas flies by, and way before I'm ready fomilNew Year has arrived, and we’re looking
down the barrel of routine... mundane... ordinary... Lifs wonderful as it may seem to live in
the high of Christmas all the year... it is not to ©&, a few folks will drag their feet and leave
their lights up till Valentine’s Day, but those g will fool no one. Now, in some ways, after

the frenzy of December I'm quiteady — but | can also tell you that today comik & very

certain let down. The wreaths are gone. The trealsappeared. There are no more candles. No
more carols. AndFeah nahthas been stored away until next y&é#ts over.

Just as quickly, Matthew lets us down, too. Irt,fagen while he’s tellingis story, he is
preparing us for the aftermath — even more omirlbas mundane. While presenting the “sweet
little holy child” for our emotional enrichment, thew foreshadows the story that is to come.
And it's hardly a “holy jolly Christmas.” For abe magi worship below that magnificent star,
the sinister smile of Herod (who was great, butgamid) darkens the horizon. While gifts are
being laid before the child, Herod is planning ¢wen worship service for the God who lives,

sometimes too much among us.

! In our annual living nativity, called, “The Judedliils: A Living Tableau,” the recorded voice ofetlangel speaks
in a deeply southern accenkgah naht...”



Though King Herod never quite makes it to the Bdtém of Matthew’s narrative, to
offer his gift, the history of the world makes it o clear that he did get there. For he, and all
the Powers That Be, have been paying homage, ioer’s

On November 16 of this past year, President Ob&aasat the beginning of a two-week
tour of Asia. In the presence of Japan’s Emperahitkand his wife, the man elected to the
highest post in the land bowed at the waist in wied either a simple cultural protocol of
greeting to show respect, or a blatant indicati@t the world’s most powerful man is on an
explicit mission to divest the United States ofativantage among the nations. Reporting for
AFP news service, Stephanie Griffith said:

The gesture appears to have touched a particutaslynerve among Obama

critics who said the president has hastened Anisriteline as a world

superpower by being too apologetic and too defedlenthis dealings with other

world leaders.

In other words, as the world’s power brokers halvweys made crystal clear, spoken in a
too-southern vernacular: “We don’t bow, to nobodyAhd if the star-struck travelers of
Matthew’s tale really were wise, you would thinleyhwould have understood this. The

sovereign of the land, a man with literally unliedtpower wants to know where we find the

child, so he, too, cago and pay him homage? Yeah. Right! But if they were kedn Herod’s

2 As is often the case, and should be clearly olsvaitthis point, this sermon features the extenedof a
metaphor. Herod’s request to “pay homage,” fundtifmr the rest of the sermon as a symbol for thsalof God,
by humans, and human groups/organizations botkiqabland religious. The first meditation in thdlbtin was a
quotation from the syndicated columnist, LeonattsPielated to this: “Small wonder God becomes gimether
product by which to turn a profit, another vehiblewhich to push a dubious claim. We are beyondnghand don't
even know it. Coarsened by our own boldness... Gedkan used with unprecedented boldness by foatks b
secular and sanctified. He has been made to camfmigoliticians, wielded like a bludgeon by sda@rusaders,
sold at a profit by hucksters operating from thipjtsi of TV churches. For some, the idea seemetmlget what
they can out of Him while the getting is good.”

% | located this quotation on the world wide web..msovhere!

* | questioned the use of this illustration for fézat any political reference may detract fromrinessage (and |
have had one quite Republican inquiry!) — but then¢ just seemed too relevant to pass up. The Wangs to pay
homage... The U.S. President bows... enough said. Nicebcommentary (related to President Obama) is
intended by the illustration.



threatening ulterior motive, Matthew does not ilatkcit. Only when they have left their gifts do

they wise up and go home by another way, leavingtH® fend for himself.

In the year 312 CE as he prepared for battleEthperor Constantine | looked up to the
sky and saw a cross of light above the sun, amwvisioich he interpreted as a divine sign. Though
Constantine’s mother, Helena, was a practicing<iin, until this vision at the Milvian Bridge,
Constantine was a skeptic. Bolstered now by his Damascus Road conversion, however, he
ordered his troops to emblazon their shields WwithGreek letters chi rho, the first two letters of
the nameChristos— and with Christ marching into battle with theGgnstantine and his troops
were victorious. On that victory, Christendom wasrb Whether this conversion was actually a
victory for Christianity, however, has been a nratfievigorous debate ever sinte.

There is little doubt that Constantine’s conversombled Christianity grow, from a
persecuted sect into the world-wide phenomenatdday. Many still hail Constantine as a
Christian leader par excellence. For the Easteurd@h he is Saint Constantine. Under his
leadership the great Church Councils codified #mets of orthodox belief, and, aided by the
protection of Constantine’s sword, Jesus’ own waodsis disciples have been fulfilledou will
be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Bana@and to the ends of the eaihcts 1.8)

Yes, we have taken Jesus to the ends of the-eédhat what cost? And if we have used

the sword to get there, can the Christianity otidagally claim this success as victory?

| believe the impact of Christianity on the histarf this world has been for good.

Virtually all of the art and architecture and musicwhich our culture is based, was born in

® Though | know there is skepticism as to the aanuod Wikipedia.com, | continue to find it a wonéldrand
easily accessible source to remind me facts anaey— rather than searching old seminary bookthtdr
information. Yes, | was reminded of the detailCainstantine’s conversion thanks to Wikipedia!



institutions supported by the Church. Higher edocaas practiced in the West is a product of a
Christian belief irfloving] God with all our mindgMark 12.30). Even the scientific method, and
its findings, which now constantly challenge theu@in and its basic tenets, was born out of a
largely Christian undertaking. Hospitals and othetitutions of care around the world bear the
names of Christian saints and Christian philantistepChristian missions and Christian
missionaries have reached into the most remotemsgif this globe, taking a cup of water in the
name of Christ (see Mark 9.41), taking agricultlrawledge in the name of Christ, taking
medical care in the name of Christ. And, more ingoarthan all the institutional evidence that
may be cited, countless millions around the woddenhbeen lifted from despair to hope. In the
message of one who came to be among us, they havenkhe faith of hope... the hope of
love... the love of God.Yes, | believe the impact of Christian faith omr erorld has left an
indelible mark for the better.But we must be aware that there is another side.

It is a side of Christianity that some cannot sé&eit- in the name of Christ armies have
marched on every continent, all too happy to namee brothers and sisters as enemies, and to
kill them indiscriminately, instead of loving thems Jesus commanded (see Matthew 5.44). In
the name of Christ a mandate was invented givingtéve powers the right to colonize hundreds
of nations, wiping out traditions and languages eultures in the process. In the name of Christ,
missionaries have marched into places of so-cadlekiness, intent on offering the light of
Christ, only to offer a gospel which too often jestight to turn its converts into good
Westerners or good Americans or good Southern &aptn the name of Christ political,
military, and economic machines of every name Hmen defended — regardless their effect on
people. Hatreds have been justified. Prejudiceainedl — because Power Has Come to Pay

Homage.

® Faith, hope, and love abide, these three. And thatgst of these is lové Corinthians 13.13).



We could talk about the hypocrisy of Herod. Weldaiebate the motives of
Constantine. We could condemn the colonial metafitl8" and 19' century Europe. But we
need look no further than our own nation — and mtoown hearts — to find examples of the
corrupting influence of power on the simple gosgelesus. In a sermon on the continuing
influence of Constantine on our understanding ofrch and state, Steve Shoemaker says:

The dilemma of the church is that in its rightftfoet to aid in the transformation

of society, it has sometimes given up its primaireg to witness to the

particularity of the message and way of Jesus, witaalls ‘Lord.’... The church

has been successful, and safe, and silent.

What does it mean to follow Jesus? Is it to payp&ge so we can claim to be right — or
simply to be in relationship? Is it to pay homageng can Lord our power over anotheror to
give oneself in service to the other? Is it to paynage and claim superiority of knowledge or
affluence or power — or to bow in the humility afrhan love?

The issues of church and state are among thedifbstlt for people to understand, |
think. I'm constantly bombarded with email messaggesking to incite anger at some further
infringement on my American Christian rights, byremne or some group who is, I'm told,
trying to take God out of the government or theostlor the public square. But what God,
exactly, has been removed? Whose God is no longbeigovernment? How is God no longer

in the schools? How could God possibly be exciseahfthe public square — if the people of that

square believe or trust or hope — in any way?

" H. Stephen Shoemaker’s bo@eing Christian in an Almost chosen Nation: Thigkikbout Faith and Politics is
a book of sermons on specifically political topithis quotation comes from the sermon, “The Prorofdeost-
Constantinian Christianity,” pp.37-38.

8 The mother of the sons of Zebedee came to Jeddasgdblat he allow her sons to sit at his right &ftlhand in
the kingdom of God. Jesus responded with a lessamhat it meant to truly follow him, ending withetbe words:
“You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord itiothem and their great ones are tyrants over them. It mot be
S0 among you; but whoever wishes to be great arongnust be your servant, and whoever wishes firdbe
among you must be your slav@¥atthew 20.25-27).



It's never God who has been removed. For it wia@dmpossible to do so. It is only
someone’s understanding of God, a god of our owkingaa god of our own controlling and
defining, who can be removed from any aspect ofliteirl referred earlier in this sermon to the
God who is sometimes “too much with us.” You kndattl believe God is with us. But a god
who can be manipulated by those who come to payageris a god who has been too
domesticated, too tamed. A god who is “our godbs much with us. Such a god, who is not
God at all — should be removed.

It was that kind of God to whom Herod sought tg pamage. One that Herod could
control — in fact, could kil?. It is such a God that politicians and religionist®very stripe seek
to pay homage — even when they don’'t know theydaneg so. So insidious is the nature of
idolatry — putting anything in the place of God. #hPresident Bush so frequently used
religious language in defense of his administratimwasn’t being intentionally hypocritical.
But Jesus’ message is not one that can be co-bgttdds State or any other — for no matter how
sincere the intent of the powers that be, theyted?owershat be. And Power will always seek
its own good. This is not the message of JesusnWheecurrent president, who has reportedly
invoked the name of God even more than his higtligious predecessor, (when Obama) speaks
religiously... we ought to be equally wary. For Powannot pay homage to love, and love

remain pure?

°| am alluding to Herod's “slaughter of the innot&in which he ordered that all male babies béekil- this in an
effort to removed any chance that the magi’s infang¢ would grow up to challenge his kingly power.

19| have lost the internet citations, but severssieported on the frequently-religious languasgdiby President
Obama. The same good PRBC Republican who took taskoover the bowing illustration also did so owgr
“slap” at President Bush. | responded to this ardapporter of mine (yes, really!) that | was napping at Bush —
but equally criticizing both the Republican and Bemocratic President for their usage of religimmguage, which
| always find concerning. Of course any Presidexst & right to be religious (and my support in sadpe- but he
(or, one day, she) does not come to office as #tiems Pastor. The Presidential position is, bfjriton, a secular
post, and as the leader of a pluralistic counthpse founding fathers demanded the freedom ofioalignas a
responsibility to be the President for all. Religidanguage should be used sparingly by the Presidlat all, out
of respect for Americans of all religions (as wadlthe non-religious), and because invoking refigio often



So as we celebrate Epiphany — which is the reeelaf God’s light in Jesus to the world
— we ought to do so, every where, and in every tlvaysuch light shines. Through the kind
word. The simple gesture. The powerless expressiblase — which are the most powerful acts
in the world. And we ought to be alert, alwaysthe ways that Power Comes to Pay Homage. If
it does so in the name of American government -ought to reject it. If it does so in the name
of American Christianity — we ought to reject ftitidoes so under the cover of the darkness of
our own hearts — may God expose such hypocridyetdight of Christ — that true light may
shine — even in our own works (see Matthew 5.16).

Lord Acton said, “Power tends to corrupts, ancohie power corrupts absolutely:’'He
is absolutely right. So let us be aware when P@ammes to Pay Homage, and let us seek only
to practice the love of the child, who grew upay down his life for his friend§lohn 15.13)

May it be so!

abuses the purpose of religion — making it to doltidding of partisan politics. God is neither Rigljman nor
Democrat, neither Capitalist nor Communist — angllanguage that implies otherwise (as religiougijtizal
rhetoric so often does) makes God into our imagéeltwo of the Ten Commandmen¥ou shall not make for
yourself an idol... You shall not make wrongful ustne name of the LORD your GodExodus 20.4, 7).

" The quotation from John Emerich Edward DalbergoAdt1834-1902), is from a letter to Bishop Mandell
Creighton in 1887: “Power tends to corrupt, andoalie power corrupts absolutely. Great men are siralways
bad men."



