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In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, wise 

men from the East came to Jerusalem, asking, “Where is the child who has been 

born king of the Jews? For we observed his star at its rising, and have come to 

pay him homage.” When King Herod heard this, he was frightened, and all 

Jerusalem with him; and calling together all the chief priests and scribes of the 

people, he inquired of them where the Messiah was to be born. They told him, “In 

Bethlehem of Judea; for so it has been written by the prophet: 

‘And you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, 

    are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; 

for from you shall come a ruler 

    who is to shepherd my people Israel.’” 

Then Herod secretly called for the wise men and learned from them the exact time 

when the star had appeared. Then he sent them to Bethlehem, saying, “Go and 

search diligently for the child; and when you have found him, bring me word so 

that I may also go and pay him homage.” When they had heard the king, they set 

out; and there, ahead of them, went the star that they had seen at its rising, until it 

stopped over the place where the child was. When they saw that the star had 

stopped, they were overwhelmed with joy. On entering the house, they saw the 

child with Mary his mother; and they knelt down and paid him homage. Then, 

opening their treasure chests, they offered him gifts of gold, frankincense, and 

myrrh. And having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for 

their own country by another road. 

 

* * * * * 

 

Just over twenty-two years ago, I was serving as a youth director at First United Methodist 

Church in St. Clair Shores on the northeast side of Detroit. Dawn and I were nearing the end of 

our first year of marriage and my first year of seminary when I received a call from a District 

Superintendent in southwest Wisconsin. They had an appointment for me. It was a two-point 

charge in a couple of rural farming communities along the Mississippi River. While it was five 

hours away from Garrett where I was attending seminary and the context was entirely different 

than anything I had known growing up, they needed a pastor, and the appointment would put me 
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in a great program for student pastors that counted as coursework for my degree. I was thrilled 

that finally I’d be serving as a United Methodist pastor and answering my call to ministry. So I 

said “Yes” as Dawn and I packed a couple of suitcases for the introduction in Bloomington, 

Wisconsin, a drive over eleven hours from our home here. 

 

In the days before GPS was on our phones or even a common item in our cars, I went online to 

MapQuest and printed out the directions. Then I pulled out my road atlas and checked my travel 

plans for that drive. Do people even use an atlas anymore? We were both excited as we 

journeyed towards this new opportunity in our lives, as well as a little scared of what might lie 

ahead. Will the maps get us there? What will we find when we arrive? I couldn’t download 

Google street images just yet. I was just glad that there was a map to the town of 770 people in a 

place where I had never been before. 

 

As we got closer to our new home and our introduction, we found ourselves traveling through a 

nearby smaller town. As we passed through, we noticed a cheese factory, but nothing else amid 

the farms. Ever a constant observer, however, Dawn noticed something different about that town.  

Believe it or not, outside of every home in that town, there was an outhouse. Some of them were 

a little worn, but some of them looked in good shape and perhaps even still in use. My bride of 

less than a year turned to me and said, “Elbert, I know that I said I’d support you in your call. I 

know that we’re in this together. But if there’s an outhouse at the parsonage, we’re going to have 

to rethink this situation. I don’t know if I can do that. I’m not asking for much, but…” 

 

I chuckled a little, saying, “Oh, Dawn, there have to standards for parsonages. We have 

minimum standards here in Michigan. The parsonage has to have running water, indoor 

plumbing, and a bathroom.” That being said, I was a little nervous about what we might find 

when we arrived in Bloomington. What did I know? I never thought to ask what might be there.  

We were simply going where God leads us. You can only imagine our joy to discover a home, 

complete with electricity and indoor plumbing. 

 

Two years later, as we left Bloomington we found ourselves in tears as we said goodbye to a 

place that had captured our hearts and a people with whom we had done some really great 

ministry. On the other hand, we would never have experienced the joy if we had not made the 

journey; if our fears had stopped us along the way to what God had in store for us. 

 

Tomorrow, January 6, is the official day of Epiphany, the end of the Christmas season. On that 

day, we remember the journey of the Magi to Jerusalem and then to Bethlehem to visit “the child 

who has been born king of the Jews.” Every time I read this story, I’m captured at how the Magi 

set out, simply following a star to guide them to the Christ child. They were not even Jewish 

themselves. They were most likely Persians who practiced the ancient religion of Zoroastrianism. 

 

They were Gentiles of another faith, and yet they chose to follow a star to pay homage to a king 

that wasn’t even within their own spheres of influence. They couldn’t possibly know where they 

would end up. To travel by the light of the star, we assume they must have traveled at night as 

well. Without streetlights, how would they see through the thick darkness of the night? What 

road signs would continue to let them know they were headed in the right direction? At times, 
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there might have even had to forge a path when roads came to an end. Still, they came and 

brought gifts to the Christ child. 

 

When they arrived in Jerusalem, Herod had already been talking with his religious sages and 

advisors. He was King, even if it was because the Romans allowed him that authority. Fearful of 

a usurper, he calls for the Magi and invites them to come back and share with him what they 

discover when they arrive at their destination. The Magi journey to Bethlehem and then, listening 

to the cautionary warning of a dream not to return to Herod, go home “by another road.” 

 

By now, perhaps many, but not all, of you have heard about the story of what some labeled as a 

schism agreement within The United Methodist Church that made headlines in The Washington 

Post, The Wall Street Journal, The New York Times, CNN, and a variety of other media outlets.  

As your pastor, I know that national headlines about our denomination can bring confusion, fear, 

and questions at times. 

 

You see, friends, not all journeys are physical journeys like the journey of the Magi. Some 

journeys, much like the journey of the Magi, are spiritual journeys as well. As Methodists, we 

have been on a journey in the United States that started well before the Revolutionary War. In 

the Civil War, it resulted in a split over slavery. At times, we have seen less formal divisions 

over the ordination of women. We have also seen times where our journey has brought us closer 

together, as in 1968 when the Evangelical United Brethren Church merged with the Methodist 

Church to form The United Methodist Church. At the time, we found ourselves focused on 

common mission and ministry. 

 

Since the 1970s we have struggled with different understandings surrounding the inclusion of 

LGBTQ siblings in the life of the Church. Most of you know that culminated in a special session 

of General Conference last February that left a lot of faithful people with different perspectives 

hurting and drawn further apart from one another. Even in our own local church, we experience 

that pain among ourselves as it comes to the forefront. 

 

This part of the United Methodist journey has kept us focused on our differences and our 

struggles for far too many years, with faithful people hoping others will just give up their 

stances. On the other hand, as a denomination we have lost our focus on “making disciples of 

Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world” because we have been so focused on our 

divisions. 

 

This summer, a theologically, culturally, and internationally diverse team of sixteen people 

began meeting to engage in difficult conversations about our future as a denomination. They 

agreed on a common mediator who, interestingly enough, happens to be a Jewish man. Kenneth 

Feinberg, a mediator who served as Special Master of the September 11th Victim Compensation 

Fund, donated his time to journey with this group that represented key constituencies in our 

global church to find a way for us to move forward. 

 

On Friday, together with our Council of Bishops’ acknowledgement and support, they presented 

a recommendation for the General Conference regular session in May called “Protocol of 

Reconciliation and Grace through Separation.” Before I say more, I want you to know that their 
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proposal is just that: a proposal for the General Conference to consider. On the other hand, their 

prayerful intentionality to bring together a variety of constituencies (admittedly, not all) to help 

the denomination move in a way that focuses on ministry again gives me some hope. 

 

I have been saying for some time that it is time that we our local churches focus on “making 

disciples” and “transforming the world.” I think perhaps all would agree that we do that best 

when we focus on loving people in the name of Jesus Christ, even if we have different ideas 

about what that might mean. 

 

Last fall, I noted that as United Methodists, we are realizing that we live in a house that has 

become too small for who we are. We needed some distance so that we can refocus on what’s 

really important rather than our differences. The Protocol of Reconciliation and Grace Through 

Separation, should it be adopted, gives us the space to do this through an amicable separation as 

a denomination. From the basics of what I know, it would form a new traditionalist 

denomination while allowing the current United Methodist Church to move in new directions of 

LGBTQ+ inclusion. 

 

The current denomination would provide some financial resources to help the new denomination 

as it starts off while churches, annual conferences, and even central conferences would be 

allowed a way to graciously transition to the new denomination through appropriate votes.  

Others would simply stay in the current denomination. 

 

I don’t want to oversimplify what you might have heard, and there is so much more to this story, 

so tomorrow we will email a link to the proposal as well as the Frequently Asked Questions 

document that will help to explain more details for those of you who need more information. I 

also want you to save the afternoon of Sunday, January 26, when Bishop David Bard of the 

Michigan Conference of The United Methodist Church will be with us to help us better 

understand what’s happening in the global church as well as in our state in Michigan. 

 

Again, I want to remind us all that this is a proposal, but one which many from a variety of 

theological constituencies see as having hope for refocusing all of our efforts back on our 

mission of bringing people to Jesus Christ. 

 

I have to admit that when I started my own journey in ministry over twenty years ago, I thought 

The United Methodist Church would always be here in the same way it had always been. I really 

didn’t know what the future would hold when I said yes to that first appointment. But we went, 

in the hopes of what we could be and do together. Friends, still today, we do that in this place; 

you and I, we travel together in the hopes of what God will make us together. 

 

I know that one of your deepest concerns is what happens to us here at Birmingham and Berkley 

First. We have long been a place where we have welcomed one another in love and grace. Over 

this past year, I’ve heard lots of pain from a variety of places. We don’t always agree, but we 

make this journey together and bless one another on it. 
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We have been focused on our FORWARD vision to: 

1. Grow in our relationship with God through discipling ministries; 

2. Build relationships with those in their 20s and 30s; and 

3. Extend relationships through multi-site ministries. 

 

Loving Jesus and loving one another (with all of our differences) has been our strength and 

continues to be our focus. We have been doing that for almost 200 years, and that continues to be 

who we are. 

 

Today, I find hope in the Magi who set out on their journey not knowing what to expect. 

Certainly that is the story of our journey of faith, is it not? The Magi’s arrival proclaimed to 

those around that the Kingdom of God is open to the Gentile, to the outsider, as well as those on 

the inside. It is these Gentile outsiders that have gifts to offer and share that proclaim who the 

child is: gold for a king, frankincense to represent his divinity, and myrrh to remind us of how he 

will sacrifice his life for us. 

 

What might the gifts of others bring to us in such a time as this? What gifts will we have to offer 

to invest in who we will say that the Christ is? 

 

After offering their gifts, the Magi went home by another road. They didn’t return back the same 

way that they came. They remained open to what they experienced in their dreams. As a people 

of God on a journey together, we may not be on the road that we had first thought, but the God 

who has directed the Church for two thousand years is not giving up on us now. For, friends, if 

ever the world needed the Church and what we have to offer, even if we are two denominations 

rather than one, then now is that time! Now is the moment to reclaim the “Great 

Commandments” to “love God with all our heart, soul, mind, and strength, and to love our 

neighbors as ourselves” as well as the “Great Commission” to “go forth and make disciples of 

ALL nations…” 

 

One of my favorite newer hymns is “Lead On, O Cloud of Presence.” It was written by Ruth 

Duck, who taught one of my worship classes when I was in seminary so many years ago. She 

talks about how in the wilderness experience of the people in the book of Exodus, they were led 

by a cloud by day and a fiery pillar by night which reminded them of God’s presence with them.  

The second verse speaks to me today, and I hope it will bring some good news to you, wherever 

you may find yourself this morning: 

 

Lead on, O fiery Pillar, we follow yet with fears, 

but we shall come rejoicing, though joy be born of tears. 

We are not lost, though wandering, for by your light we come, 

and we are still God’s people. The journey is our home. 
  

 


