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  Last weekend Larry and I traveled to the Washington, D.C. area to visit our daughter, Laura and her husband, Ron. Laura is a nurse in the Army and is stationed at Walter Reed Army Medical Center.This was her first Christmas away from home and we missed her and our son-in-law terribly and she was very homesick. The trip felt like a pilgrimage. We really needed to go but I have to admit I'm really not a very good traveler. First of all, I don't like packing. I can never decide what to take. Will it be hot or cold or rainy? I always forget something. This trip it was a medication I needed so trying to get a prescription filled became a minor crisis after we got there. I don't sleep well away from home so I'm always tired when I travel. We flew into Baltimore so we had  about an hour's drive to the Reston, Virginia area where Laura and Ron live. The only rental car available when we arrived very late Friday night was a Ford Mustang.Have you ever tried getting in and out of a Mustang? I am completely healed of the idea that driving a sports car is fun and exciting!
  Now I probably sound like a grumpy old lady and when I travel, I guess I am, but in spite of it all, I wouldn't trade a minute of the time we spent with our daughter because there is nothing as wonderful as the love we share with her and our son. The highlight of the visit was worshiping together at the National Cathedral in Washington on Sunday morning. That is a place of such beauty and power and it was just incredible to receive the Eucharist in that holy place as a family.
  I was wondering as we traveled home, what the trip was like for the Magi, the astrologers who traveled from their homes in the east, p erhaps in Arabia or Africa to Jerusalem. How did they pack? They must have had to think about not only clothing, but food and water. Did they use camels or maybe donkeys and how did they provide for themselves on such a long journey? If they were learned, wealthy men did they also have servants to travel with them? They followed a star and followed it for a very long way. No AAA triptiks or maps to guide them!
  Henry Wadsworth Longfellow names the wise men, Gaspar, Melchior and Balthasar contibuting to the myth that there were three of them. Something deeper, bigger, wiser than they pulled them away from their comfortable tents or palaces at home and set them on a path. It was an irresistable urge that could not be denied. However many of them there were, three or thirty or three hundred, they all felt the urge to travel at the same time and eventually they wound up on the same road following the same star AND they were all in search of a king. At first they thought Herod was the king they were looking for, but once they met Herod they knew the search wasn't over yet and they had better move on. Herod was not happy to think he had competition for the throne so he called in the chief priests and scribes and they all consulted the scriptures and sure enough the prophets foretold a ruler who would be born in Bethlehem. So Herod decided as long as he had these foreigners to do his dirty work for him, why not send them to Bethlehem to check things out. The visitors would have followed the star anyway without Herod's road map so off they they went again to finish their journey.
  They were in for a shock when they finally stopped at the stable behind the inn and found the humble parents resting in the hay with the animals all around them and their brand new baby boy asleep in the manger. Imagine how utterly surprised and amazed Mary and Joseph must have been  by these unexpected guests who looked so different in their dress and facial features and skin color. There was little room to park the camels but somehow they all found space and they settled in to get acquainted. Maybe the baby was fussy or maybe Mary needed to feed him. Maybe Joseph was preoccupied by the need for food for themselves and wondering how to extend hospitality to these unexpected guests. However the scene played out, the visitors knew they had reached their destination. The star finally stood still right over the stable. It no longer led them, it just glowed, shining down on them and this little family. Somehow they knew as surely as they had ever known anything that they were right where they were supposed to be. They knew deep in their souls that this wriggling, warm, crying baby was the king they were looking for. They were so excited, so filled with joy and a sense of fulfilled hope that they wanted to do something for this dear little family so they pulled out some gifts.
  They had thought they would be visiting a king so they had wanted to bring suitably impressive gifts. They brought gold. Mary nodded and  smiled politely. They brought frankincense and myrrh and Joseph wondered how wise these magi really were. What would a baby need with these exotic gifts, but thankyous were said and they accepted the gifts politely. The visitors knew in their heart of hearts that they had found their king. As the prophet Isaiah foretold, they had come from far away bringing gold and frankincense. They fulfilled what the psalmist says, "may all kings fall down before him, all nations give him service." This tiny, helpless infant, born in a stable, will be a king for all nations, a king who cares for the poor and weak of the world. As Paul writes to the Ephesians, the Gentiles, anyone and everyone not of Israel are fellow heirs and share in the promise of Jesus Christ. Now the same knowing that put them on the path of the star in the East tells them not to return to Herod but to leave Bethlehem and to take a new road toward home in order to protect the baby king and his parents from Herod the tyrant. And so they go, forever changed and blessed taking away with them gifts of love and hope and a story to share wherever they go. That is their mission to return to their homes telling the story of the new baby king who shares in our weakness and loves our poverty.
  That, I think, is what this wonderful, mystical Epiphany story is about.We are all on a journey throughout our lives to discover who we are for God and where and how God calls us. We are so blessed that every year we are reminded as we hear the prophecy and experience the Christmas story that we can put ourselves into the story by imagining that we are like the magi. Perhaps instead of always following logic and intellect, we can touch that place in our hearts that depends more on intuition and watching the stars and follow the tug and pull we feel to do what leads us into the unknown a little more. We dare then to imagine and to hope. As we follow our own path to the humble stable where Christ is born, we bring our own gifts, not of gold or frankincense or myrrh, but of ourselves and all that God creates us to be. We bring our humanity, all of it, our fears and flaws, our desires and needs and offer them at the manger where we are transformed by the simplicity and power of God's love. When we leave we travel by another road, a different road, one where we can tell the story and bring hope and joy to everyone who hears it. For this journey, we can travel light, leave the baggage at home and follow our own star. Thanks be to God!.
