Gifts
In the bleak mid-winter, frosty wind made moan,

Earth stood hard as iron, water like a stone;

Snow had fallen, snow on snow, snow on snow,

In the bleak mid-winter, long ago.
These words seemed to sing in my head yesterday as, early in the morning, before daybreak, I was called to a patient’s bedside to, as his wife said, “Pray him into the Kingdom.” The temperature was hovering around freezing, the wind was cold, and I was set to bring God’s gift of peace and comfort to the Patient and his family. It occurred to me that that very gift was made possible because of the gift that God gave to us, his people, as Jeremiah calls us, and the occasion of which we are in the process, and season, of celebrating. God has given of himself, Immanuel, God among us, for “he will save his people from their sins” (Matthew 1:21). 


I mention this because today, Sunday, we are caught between two Feast Days of Our Lord, yesterday, which the rest of humanity called New Year’s Day, we in the Church called the Holy Name Day, in which we celebrate the naming of Jesus with all that that name implies. Jesus, or Joshua in Hebrew, means “Yahweh saves” or “Yahweh helps”. We are also just 4 days away from the Feast that is recorded in our Gospel Selection for today, Epiphany, the day we celebrate the revelation of that same Jesus to a larger world, the honor accorded him by the Magi and the irony of their presentation of gifts to the one who was himself a gift!


We have all heard the passage today, of the wise men travelling and searching for this special individual, of Herod’s terror at the thought of a rival for his throne, of his scheme to use these Magi as intelligence gatherers to pinpoint his target so that he can eliminate it, and finally their arrival at the house where the Christ Child resided (not necessarily a baby now) and their presentation of gold, frankincense and myrrh, symbolic of his hidden, as yet, special status as King, Divinity and Sacrificial Offering. 


Much has been made of this event and a great deal of ink has been spilled over its interpretation, and questions have been asked: How many Magi were there? Well does it really matter? How did they know where to go? Did they follow a Star or something else? Could that something else have been a conjunction between three planets (Mars, Venus and Jupiter)? Could it have been Halley’s Comet? I think that you can see the drift of what is, to my mind, trivial aspects of a very symbolic event, and that event is, as I have said, the revelation of God Incarnate to a wide world.


But the gifts do matter in that symbolism.


Gold – symbolic of royalty, a precious metal because of its rarity (and is still revered as such) because it has to be dug from the earth and refined. It was used to craft ornaments and jewelry worn by a King and decorating the Temple and places of worship. The gold of the Palestine region, and that mentioned in Scriptures, had to be imported, for there was no native source for the metal, which made it all the more precious. This precious gift given to a precious Child in token of his Majesty, would have been brought all or nearly all the way with the travelers who presented it.


Frankincense – symbolic of worship, it was and is a compound of the fragrant resin of an Indian tree, taken from the bark rather like Maple syrup, and other aromatic gums, then seasoned with salt or left unseasoned, the latter being called Sweet Frankincense. It was the only “official” incense that could be used and offered in the Temple, other incense not made that way was called “Strange incense” or “unholy incense” (Exodus 30:9, Leviticus 10:1) and its use was forbidden in the Temple or for liturgical use. It was relatively easy to find, for a price, and was generally imported from Arabia as a staple trade item, it could have been acquired anywhere. But its use as a gift to the Christ Child speaks to his Divinity and to the worship that will be later accorded him. 


Myrrh – symbolic of the Sacrifice yet to be made is also made from tree resin, this one native to Yemen and its close African neighbors. As a powder when dried and made into a tincture, it is used as a stimulant among other things, and is probably what was mixed with the rough wine in the sponge that was raised to Jesus lips as he hung from the Cross. When made into an ointment, it was used as both a perfume for the living, and an embalming ointment for the dead. This was also an item that was relatively easy to find since it too was a trading staple, and the Judea/Israel area was the trading crossroads of the world. The symbolic bitterness of this particular gift speaks to pain and the ultimate self sacrifice that is to come.


St. Matthew, the only Evangelist who talks of the Gifts of the Magi, is looking forward to future events and understandings, but still he sees these attributes being recognized in the young Christ Child as the presenters kneel before, him give him homage, and lay these gifts at his feet.


Who knees before Christ now? Who brings him gifts? Who worships and adores him? We do! The fourth verse of that Carol I was recalling earlier seems appropriate:

What can I give him, poor as I am?

If I were a shepherd, I would bring a lamb;

If I were a wise man, I would do my part;

Yet what I can I give him – give my heart.


We bring the gifts that we can, as we travel the road that we take to Jesus’ feet. Some things have been with us from the very beginning, abilities, talents, the gold of our lives, others we have acquired, traded for, as our journey through time has progressed, learned attributes and developed skills, the gum and resin that holds us together. We then are the new Magi, bringing from afar all that we have and all that we are to lay at the feet of our Lord. Gold that has been rendered and purified, Frankincense with which we proclaim our praise, and the Myrrh of thanksgiving for the Saving grace that has been poured out for us.


Ever onward, follow that star! Amen. 
