
To start, I’d like to share a piece of happy, personal news: On 
our two-year anniversary a few weeks ago, my boyfriend Raff 
and I got engaged to be married.  

I don’t share this with you just because you are all near and 
dear to me, nor just because I want to brag — though both of 
those things are, of course, absolutely true. I share this with 
you also because today I want to talk about gifts. Gifts figure 
prominently in the Epiphany story, today’s story from Matthew 
of Magi coming from the East to bring Jesus gifts of gold, 
frankincense, and myrrh.  

Raff’s and my engagement, like many engagements, was 
sealed with a gift. [At this point, Dan brandish a black box.] 
But, as you can see, this box is a little too big for a ring. 
Months and months ago, when we were first discussing the 
possibility of marriage, I had told Raff that, were we to get 
married, I wouldn’t want an engagement ring for the simple 
reason that I didn’t want him to spend so much money on 
something I probably wouldn’t wear after our wedding day. 
Respecting my wishes, Raff proposed marriage by presenting 
me with [Dan opens the box] two matching engraved tie clips 
that we can wear on our wedding day. They’re engraved with 
RDDP, which is the amalgam of our initials — as well as, more 
importantly, the name of our wifi network and our Netflix 
password.  

I love my tie clip and I love Raff for the thoughtfulness and 
creativity which this tie clip embodies. And yet, after he 
proposed and I said yes, I started to wonder if I had missed the 
point of an engagement ring and, more broadly, the meaning 
of all gifts. 

I often don’t like receiving gifts. It makes me feel 
uncomfortable. I like symmetry and balance in relationships, 
and gifts always make me feel like things are unbalanced. A 
gift feels like a debt. A quid that’s waiting for its quo.  

Christmas is great because gifts are being exchanged and 
everything feels nice and balanced at the end of the day. My 
birthday, not so much. And the absolute worst are 
spontaneous gifts — when someone gives me a gift for no 
apparent reason whatsoever. 

And I think that’s where I miss the point of gifts, too. Not only 
do I want things to be balanced, I also want everything to have 
reasons and purposes. Well, maybe Matthew’s Epiphany story 
can help me and, if you’ve ever felt this way about gifts, 
maybe it can help you, too. 

It’s really an odd little story when you think about it. Here are 
these Magi, traveling God knows how long following a star to 
God knows where, when they show up as foreigners in an 
alien city, and seemingly wander the streets asking people 
where their new king has been born, presumably knowing 
quite well that the old king is still very much alive. That’s 
tantamount to sedition and it’s a wonder Herod didn’t have 
them killed on the spot. I’m not sure “wise men” is an entirely 
accurate description for these characters.  

And then there are the gifts themselves, these extravagantly 
expensive gifts.  

Well, if Matthew knew his Bible well, and there’s every 
indication that he did, then he might have had in mind Isaiah 
60: “Nations shall come to your light, and kings to the 
brightness of your dawn. ... They shall bring gold and 
frankincense, and shall proclaim the praise of the Lord.” And 
he might have had in mind Psalm 72: “Give the king [of 
Israel] your justice, O God, and your righteousness to a king’s 
son. ...May the kings of Tarshish and of the isles render him 
tribute, may the kings of Sheba and Seba bring gifts.” If this is 
what Matthew had in mind, then in today’s story he is trying to 
invoke in the reader’s imagination such scenes of national 
triumphalism, the hope of the children of Israel that all the 
sovereigns of the earth will cast their crowns before the king of 
Israel, and thus shall there be everlasting peace and justice. In 
fact, Matthew’s invocation of such scenes of royal tribute are 
probably how Christians later developed the tradition of 
referring to the Magi in Matthew’s story as kings — as in “We 
Three Kings of orient are,” etc etc, which we’ll sing today.  

It’s understandable that these characters were recast as kings 
because that’s what makes sense in such a scene of gift-giving. 
In order for Matthew’s story to work as a fulfillment of that 
hope for Israel to be triumphant over all other nations, then 
those bringing these precious gifts to Israel’s king must 
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themselves be kings, or queens — which is to say, the 
sovereigns. The nations can only bow down before Israel by 
their rulers bowing down before the ruler of Israel. Given the 
expectations of Matthew’s readers, kings would have been the 
only sensible characters to choose for this story. This scene is a 
type: it’s one of client kings sealing their allegiance to their 
lord through a political gift: it’s tribute, offering, homage, or as 
we call it in Illinois, pay-to-play.  

But Matthew gives this scene a twist. He shows us a royal 
scene but does not provide the royalty. Those who pay homage 
to the newborn king are very clearly not themselves kings. 
Nor, by any reasonable measure, is Jesus himself.  

That’s what makes this such an odd little story. Even if Jesus 
had been the recognized king of the Jews, what would that 
have mattered to the magi, who were just magicians and 
astrologers? Private citizens don’t tend to go out of their way 
to pay a tribute to a king who’s not their own. Or, even if the 
magi had been kings, why would they pay tribute to the king 
of the Jews? Judea itself was a vassal of Rome and not in any 
position to be receiving tribute from anyone else. To underline 
the oddness of these gifts even more, we never hear from 
these magi again. They don’t show up later in the story. They 
don’t stick around to become disciples of Jesus. They don’t 
even seem to tell anyone else about who Jesus is. And they 
certainly don’t seem to get anything back in repayment. They 
simply drop off their gifts and then go home.  

My point, then, is that there is no point. There is no discernible 
purpose or reason for the magi to have given these gifts.  

Therefore, though, these were gifts in the truest sense of the 
word. These extravagantly expensive gifts of gold, 
frankincense, and myrrh were given without any further 
purpose than simply to give them. This scene of royal homage 
is, in its pointlessness, an icon of pure generosity.  

At the very least, I think, Matthew intends for his royal scene to 
shame the royalty of the day. This icon of pure generosity is a 
parody of the graft and palm-greasing on which so much of 
politics is founded. The politics of Jesus’ kingdom will be 
utterly different, Matthew seems to be saying. 

I think, though, that there’s a more fundamental theology 
sitting at the center of this odd little story — or, I’d say, a more 
fundamental cosmology. The magi were stargazers, after all, 
and I like to think that maybe Matthew imagined that these 
astronomers, during one of their endless nights of staring into 

the heavens, suddenly realized something about the cosmos. 
Taking in the frighteningly beautiful and mysterious expanse 
of absolutely countless stars, perhaps the magi themselves 
were overcome by the perfect generosity of it all. Perhaps the 
stars whispered to them the secret that Matthew himself knew, 
a secret passed down to him from his Jewish forebears, that 
badly kept secret that’s written across sky and mountains and 
every person’s face: that all of this, absolutely every particle 
and force of the universe, is a gift. The universe is unbalanced 
and asymmetrical. Life and all that is comes to us out of God’s  
endless and perfect generosity.  

And the universe is — and this is a harder pill for me to swallow 
— the universe is, fundamentally, purposeless. God did not 
create us to fulfill some further goal. The gift of creation is a 
true gift, given simply and confoundingly for the sake of 
giving itself. Everything else follows from that, and it is for the 
sake of that gift that all else has purpose.  

Gift is the core of Christian belief. And I wonder if Matthew 
puts this odd little story at the beginning of his gospel in order 
to say to us that if we don’t learn how to receive gifts well, to 
accept the perfect and purposeless generosity of our Creator, 
we won’t get very far in trying to follow and understand Jesus 
or the God he reveals — nor, I’d argue, will we get very far in 
trying to get through this thing called life.  

I wanted to end this sermon, as I sometimes do, by giving 
some piece of practical advice, something like: Try to practice 
gratitude every day for all the gifts in your life. But then I 
suspected I was channeling that part of myself that couldn’t 
countenance accepting an engagement ring. Even practicing 
gratitude and thanksgiving, though good practices, jump too 
quickly into trying to restore balance with God’s generosity.  

Instead, I invite you to try something a little more mystical. 
When you’re driving, or washing dishes, or as you fall asleep 
at night, just try sitting with this thought for a few moments: 

God made me so that I would be made. I exist in order that I 
would exist. God’s purpose for my life is that I have life and 
have it in abundance.  

In all the good works we do with our lives, I think we ought 
always to start with this wisdom. I think we ought to preface 
our purposes with God’s perfect and purposeless generosity. 
Amen. 


