North Kildonan United Church
8th January 2023 ~Rev. Don Johnson

Isaiah 60: 1-6 Ephesians 3: 1-12 Matthew 2: 1-12

Guide us, O God, by your Word and Spirit, that in your light we may see light,
in your truth find freedom, and in your will discover your peace, through Jesus
Christ, our Lord. Amen.

In the city of Ravenna, Italy, a place probably much warmer today than Winnipeg,
stands the Basilica of St Apollinarius Nuovo. It's an ancient and magnificent building, a
place of worship for over 1,500 years. I was fortunate enough to visit the site in 2009,
when I was on a pilgrimage to Italy with fellow members of my theological college.

The walls of the basilica are covered with mosaics, tiny coloured tiles depicting
various scenes. One mosaic is of the Magi, placed on a side wall in the basilica, and for
your viewing pleasure, placed on our screen this day.

This mosaic is actually quite significant. In it, as you see, three magi are depicted,
although as we heard this morning, or rather didn’t hear, Matthew’s account doesn’t say
how many of the Magi made the journey to see this new king of the Jews. Above the
figures you can read their names, Melchior, Balthasar & Caspar. We never heard any of
these names mentioned in today’s gospel. In fact, this mosaic, created in the 540s, is
the first piece of art in history to suggest names for the Magi.

So where do the names come from? We don‘t know who actually first wrote down
the names, which was at some point in the 6™ century but before this mosaic was
created. However we do know the names are fictitious.

In the Basilica, Matthew’s simple story of some wise men from the east coming to
see the baby Jesus has undergone more embellishment. They are clearly not the three
kings of orient land who would become a part of the story in later years. They are
dressed more as ambassadors, coming to make a connection with a new king. And as
one writer has pointed out, their gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh are the kind of
luxury items that travellers from the East would find suitable to give to an important
person. A proper diplomatic gift. It was only later that the gifts were seen to have special
meaning. Gold for a king, incense that hints at the divine nature of Jesus and myrrh for
his suffering and death, that’s how popular devotion came to see the gifts. I have to say
that upon closer inspection, it looks like these three are bringing casseroles to a potluck
supper.

Matthew’s story is further enhanced in the basilica. The Magi are on the left wall,
travelling toward the front of the church. Behind them follow a cast of maidens. And at
the front of the church, in the centre above and behind the altar, is a mosaic of Mary
and Jesus. But they are not in a barn, surrounded by straw and donkeys and cows. Mary
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sits on a throne, with Jesus on her lap. An angel stands between the Magi and Mary,
ready to accept the gifts and present them to Mary. This depiction is exactly how a
Byzantine emperor would receive the offerings of visiting ambassadors.

To look at the marvellous mosaics of St Apollinarius Nuovo, and they are indeed
marvellous, is to see a snapshot of how Christians in that time period, in that part of the
world, understood the significant parts of the gospel. To them, Mary was a queen, not
a poor Jewish girl. Her son was destined for glory, as he sat on his mother’s lap, as she
sat on a throne, ready to regally receive ambassadors of state from foreign lands. These
splendid mosaics are located in a majestic building, which took its’ design from the court
houses and public buildings of the community.

We have always done that. Christians of a particular time will find in the gospel
that which speaks the loudest to them, and their worship and architecture will reflect
that. Reflect that for that time but then times change. When we think of the Reformation,
for instance, much of the drive behind reform was the fact that society was changing
but the church had not. Many were no longer content to be mere spectators in a worship
service conducted in a language they did not understand, meekly following all the
dictates of the clergy and never questioning anything.

The invention of the printing press, which encouraged the rise in education, which
drove people to learn how to read, which enabled the spread of ideas and concepts
economically printed in great books or simple pamphlets, all this and more made people
restless for truth, for clarity, for a fresh encounter with the word of God, for seeking
renewal in worship, new expressions of praise for their day, enlightening explorations of
the Bible in their own language, printed at a cost many could afford.

In reading scripture for themselves, many discovered afresh Christ’s passion for
the poor and the oppressed. They were inspired to try to make a better world, working
hard so that they could share their resources with those in need. Preachers like John
Wesley spoke to the heart and the head, urging people to share Christ’s passion for
caring. His rule would inspire his followers to make a difference. He wrote to them, and
to us:

"Do All the Good You Can,
By All the Means You Can,
In All the Ways You Can,
In All the Places You Can,
At All the Times You Can,
To All the People You Can,
As long as Ever You Can!"

When we think of the great causes of the past, and of our day, causes such as the
fight for freedom in all this many forms, the rejection of slavery, education for all, health
care in hospitals and other places of healing, for justice, fairness, respect for others, the
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honouring of human dignity, equality, and the list goes on and on, these life-giving acts
draw their life from the inspiration of scripture, from Christian teachings and the example
of individuals like John Wesley, like Martin Luther King Jr, like our own Dr. Robert
McClure. Perhaps you have your own list of the faithful who made a difference in our
world and society, as well as in our own lives.

Many nowadays have little or no idea of the influence of the Christian gospel in
shaping our society. Our universities and hospitals and schools were often created by
the churches, though that tends to be kept a secret these days. How many University
of Winnipeg students know what Wesley hall stands for, or that their university had its
beginnings in the basement of Grace Methodist, then later, United Church, now a parking
lot across the street from the Burton Cummings theatre. We might lament the decline
of church attendance yet our way of life in Canada, our values and attitudes have been
profoundly shaped and enriched by Christian ethics and theology.

Each generation created their houses of worship according to the needs and values
of their day. Think of these four Winnipeg United Churches. Crescent Fort Rouge, where
Marc is now serving, and Young were built as Methodist churches, and Knox and
Augustine were Presbyterian. All four were designed just like the music halls and public
stages of Winnipeg. A central pulpit for ease of hearing, a magnificent organ above the
pulpit, and a small communion table almost hidden under the pulpit. These were
designed as preaching churches, with lots of powerful hymn singing, excellent choirs
and soloists, and a minimum of ritual.

All four were built so that the Word could be heard. The Word read and preached,
this was paramount. Sacraments of Holy Baptism and Holy Communion, while
important, were not necessarily of the same stature. At each church, the interior was
plain, with little distraction from the Word.

None of these churches would be built that way nowadays. In fact all four have
modified their pulpits and front areas to reflect changes in current worship practice that
the original designers could not have imaged. The most drastic change of those four is
of course Young, completely rebuilt after the fire of 1987. Or we might think of
Augustine, which possessed a high pulpit from which to address a full balcony as well
as the main level. High enough that the preacher climbed a number of steps up to it.
Well, that lofty pulpit is gone, the Communion Table is greatly enlarged and the conduct
of worship, including preaching, is conducted at the Table. A complete reversal of the
designers’ original intention. And so be it.

Our Gospel ended with the Magi going home by another way. It seems to me that
that option is always somewhat offered to us as we travel through this life to our ultimate
home. So too is each congregation invited to seek out other ways to be faithful to the
gospel, including our own congregation.



As you begin your search for my successor to this pulpit of North Kildonan, let us
trust that God’s Spirit is guiding you in the days ahead.

And so we pray:

God, bless the coming year

And give us in your mercy

Time for the task, peace for the pathway,
Wisdom for the work, and love to the last,
For Jesus’s sake. Amen.



