Encounter with Peace - 2nd Advent Year B, 12/7/08 - by the Rev. Wylie Miller

Starting last week I began to share with you the pilgrimage of the Magi (or wise men) who followed the star to find the new born King. Today I will take you further along my own fictionalized account of their pilgrimage. As our story finished last week, a delegation was sent forth to find the King of Kings. A large caravan left the Far East with gifts of Gold, Silver, Frankincense, and Myrrh. Remember that the magi were astrologers who gave guidance to all the people. Twelve magi and servants with camels and horses undertook a long journey following the conjunction of the rising star, Jupiter and Venus.

The pilgrimage had continued now for weeks. The road was hot and desolate. The very real perils of their journey were beginning to set into each man(s imagination. The burden of daily work began to take the feeling of adventure away from their task. The zealous enthusiasm each man had originally felt, began to shrivel like a goat skin in the wind. Caspar, Melchior, and Balthazar decided they must head toward a northern town on the trade route for food, supplies, and the necessities of their pilgrimage. They reached their intended destination only to find a terrible surprise. As they approached the town, many lepers were seen on the sides of the road. Lepers have a skin disease that eats away at skin anywhere on a person’s body. As they came close, the lepers dutifully would shout (Unclean,( and would move away from them. Most of the men had never seen so many lepers in their life. All the men began to wonder what terrible things these people had done to be punished by God so severely. Finally, the decision was made to stop the caravan and camp where they were a short ride outside the town. Most of the Magi and servants remained in the encampment. Caspar and Melchior traveled into town alone to see what was available. The closer they came to town, the more despair they felt. All around them were sick people. Many buildings were abandoned and much of the city(s former glory was left desolate. As Caspar and Melchior neared the city center, they were approached by two members of the city counsel. (Sirs, we can see you have journeyed far, but you must go back, we have nothing for you,( they shouted. Melchior dismounted, (Councilmen, what has befallen your great city?( The eldest spoke, (Great sirs for two years now a great plague has fallen upon us and we suffer greatly.( Caspar said to the man, (it is with great sadness we witness your plight.( We have many animals needing food and water. Is there somewhere nearby where they can quench their thirst?( The elder replied, (We are not without hospitality gentlemen, what is ours we will share with you.( Melchior interrupted, (Councilman, what will become of you and your people?( The conversation went on till the sun passed into the western sky. They explained how they had exhausted all their resources. Many villages had suffered the same fate. They have been told that magic cures exist in the country just north of them. However, they continued, (the ones skilled in medicine will not come here unless we pay them in advance of their journey. With their heads looking down in the dust they said, (we feel we have no hope.( The elder shared their secret. (There is a small oasis a short journey West with water, figs, and pomegranates.( Caspar and Melchior thanked the men and wished them well, leaving to rejoin their own party. Having returned to their comrades, they were greeted by all the magi. Caspar told the whole story to the other ten delegates. Balthazar said, (Well then, we must head for the oasis first thing in the morning.( Many of the men began to nod in silent agreement. (My fellow Magi,( Melchior began to address his fellows. (We cannot leave this community without helping them.( (And what could we do, one man spoke up! (Let us leave the silver here with the councilmen,( Melchior suggested. (Are you mad,( was another reply? The debate raged on till all were very tired. Finally Caspar urged, (We have been commissioned by our princes. They charged us to do good and hate evil.( Therefore, Melchior, Balthazar, and I must pray tonight for guidance in this matter. When they arose the next morning, Caspar and Balthazar acquiesced to Melchior(s request. They sent the caravan onto the oasis, and the three of them headed to the council men. The three gave the people of that city all their silver. (Go and buy what medical care you can with this,( they urged. The whole community wished them God(s peace as they departed to rejoin their group.

This is the second Sunday in Advent, we are halfway toward the goal of our journey and the coming of Christ to be born in Bethlehem. The theme of this Sunday is peace and the messengers God has sent to bring that message. In the prophet Isaiah, today(s message of peace took the form of words. (Comfort, O comfort my people.( Isaiah hears the crier sent out from the throne room of God. The message is to encourage the people that the suffering for their sins is over, and to bring them out of their bondage. Comfort and deliverance comes in a message which says the glory of God is about to be revealed. If you and I were suffering in Babylon in the sixth century before Christ would we feel comforted by these words? The imagery of Isaiah(s words are political. The benevolent shepherd was the image given to a Babylonian king called Hammurabi. So they were being told a new political leader will carry them in his bosom. The bosom was the fold in the clothing that a shepherd could use to cradle a new born lamb. The promise was a new exodus. God, through the prophet Isaiah, is promising they would be delivered like the Israelis before them out of Egypt.

The philosophical question of this week is, What is peace? It is a question the captive Israelites had to ask themselves. It is a question which still plagues the Middle-East, and many other parts of our world. What did the message of the angels mean announcing Christ(s birth, (Peace on earth, good will to men?( Was it a national claim? Was it a promise of peace to the nation? Or was this a peace of soul only felt by people who turn to God for salvation? Was this peace personal to be internalized by faith? The answer is yes. It was given for their time as well as ours. They were looking for corporate redemption. Most of Jesus( teachings speak about what God is doing for us as a community, and not for the individual. However, I believe that corporate peace only comes when the individuals of any group find inner peace. We struggle with those who wrong us, and the desire to achieve retribution. Perhaps if we were Palestinian Christians being mistreated by Israeli soldiers, we would seek retribution. But ultimately in their situation, and in our dealings with the people around us, peace only comes when we let go of hurt. I believe that is the application which Second Peter makes of this truth. Strive to be found by him at peace. To be at peace in a cruel world, is to find peace within. To have peace within, gives you the means of being a peacemaker in your own world.

As I close this sermon, we are still on the road of Advent looking for peace. Last week I spoke of a message of Hope in Advent. Christ brings us reasons for hope, both as individuals and as a parish in Pleasant Grove. May your own journey find you inner peace this year! AMEN

