THE SEARCH FOR GOD

There is a story- you may have heard it- of a fourth wise man who never quite made it
to Jesus. His name was Artaban and he was a friend of the other Wise Men. They had
all agreed that when they saw the star, they would go together to find the new King.
Artaban had his gift ready- three precious stones: a ruby, a sapphire and a pearl.

His home was some distance away from the town where the other three lived and
when the star appeared, Artaban had to ride as fast as he could to meet them. But on
the road he pulled up sharply to avoid trampling a sick man who lay across the way.
Muttering anxiously under his breath, he pulled the man to the side of the road, gave
him some water and herbal remedies, all the time watching the sky and counting the
hours that were passing. Finally the man recovered and Artaban was able to leave. But
he was too late. His friends had gone, leaving a message for him to follow them. But
Artaban could not cross the desert alone without provisions. He had to return home,
sell his sapphire and buy everything he needed for his solitary trek across the desert.

So it was a week later that Artaban set out to follow his friends to Bethlehem but
given that they had already taken their wrong-turning to Herod’s palace in Jerusalem,
he was not so very far behind them. A young woman with a baby in her arms told him
that the Magi had indeed visited Bethlehem a few days before, seen Mary, Joseph and
the baby Jesus and had then gone their way. Artaban’s spirits rose. He would now
find this place and offer his gifts. But as he opened his mouth to ask the young woman
for directions, he heard the sound of screaming. Herod’s soldiers were killing all the
babies in the town, as Herod had ordered them. The young mother shook with terror
and held her baby tightly. Artaban did not hesitate. He pushed her back and stood at
the doorway of her house, facing the Captain of the soldiers. He held out the gleaming
ruby as a bribe and the captain took it and called his men away. As the woman
thanked him, she told him that Mary and Joseph had left Bethlehem during the night.
Jesus was safe but Artaban had missed him again.

He never gave up his quest. He followed the trail of the Holy Family for years. He
would hear of them, he would see the places where they had been but somehow could
never quite catch up with them. He met many other people, heard their stories, got
mixed up with their problems, did what he could to help but he never reached Jesus.
Thirty three years later he was still searching and still had that one precious pearl left
to give but he had virtually given up hope by then. He was in the city of Jerusalem
and heard that there was to be an execution. A preacher from Nazareth was to be
crucified, although he had done nothing wrong except annoy a few powerful people.
His name was Jesus.

Artaban wondered if this could possibly be the man he had been searching for all
these years. If so, then he could help. He could offer the pearl as a ransom for this
man’s life. Everything was finally falling into place. He had never caught up with the
baby because he was destined to save the man. He hurried along the streets to Jesus
but he was stopped again. Some soldiers were dragging a girl away to sell her as a
slave and she was screaming for help. Only Artaban was there and only he could help.
Reluctantly he gave the last of his jewels to set her free. And then there was an earth
tremor. The sky went black. The buildings shook and the cry went around the city that
Jesus of Nazareth was dead. And Artaban had never reached him.
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Life is like that, isn’t it?

You make your plans, you have your dreams and something or somebody throws a
spanner in the works. Not just once, but over and over again.

Magazine articles continuously advise us on how to create a life-plan, a work plan, a
relationship plan: how to be where you want to be this time next year. All it takes,
they say, is willpower and confidence.

Of course it does. Until your child has problems at school or your elderly mother
develops dementia or your place of work is relocated to a venue four hours’ journey
away, or your partner has an affair or your house is discovered to be full of dry rot or
you turn out to have a serious illness which is going to need months of treatment.
Magazine articles tend to work on the premise that life is basically fair and
straightforward but unfortunately life is neither of these.

Things happen for which we are not prepared. “Events, dear boy, events.”

Other people cannot or will not work to our agenda.

We ourselves are not as invincible as we thought we were.

Which is why it is no good preaching today about “New Year Resolutions” or
“Dreams and Visions,” or “Planning your life for 2008,” because | know as well as
anyone else here that dreams, plans and resolutions nearly always end up broken.
And then we get cross.

We are cross with ourselves because we feel that we have failed.

We are cross with life because it keeps presenting us with these “events.”

We are cross with other people because they keep getting in the way of our plans.

And the search for God is no exception.

Millions of human beings have embarked on a quest for God. They have felt
convinced that there is a higher power, a greater being in the universe. And they have
wanted to find this power, understand it and experience it in their lives.

Many have taken the path of religion- an organisation in which people encourage one
another in the search for God. But religion can let us down. It can become narrow in
its thinking, greedy for power and money, divided within itself, and can end up
putting people off God altogether.

So some take a solitary path- preferring to think their own thoughts, make their own
prayers, pursue their own quest for God. But they often let themselves down. Without
the structure, support and discipline of a community, their quest for God just peters
out as life and its events take them over.

And some try the path of knowledge, putting their trust in scientific evidence: sooner
or later the truth about God will emerge. But even in the field of science, there are
disagreements and something which was proved to be true in one generation will be
shown to be not true in the next. So where does that leave you?

The quest for God becomes complicated. Whichever way we take, it is not the straight
path we hoped it would be. Something always seems to be holding us back from
knowing God fully and completely. And we think how much better a Christian | could
be if I had more time, if | had less trouble in my life, if my family were believers, if |
knew more, if | found a better church, if | had a better minister.

And we get cross.

And we feel, like Artaban, that life and the human race together seem to be conspiring
to hold us back from finding God.
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But the story of Artaban did have one last page. As Artaban lay on the ground, struck
by a falling stone in the earthquake, he distinctly heard the voice of Jesus speaking to
him. And the dialogue between them was that which Jesus had spoken in his parable
of the sheep and the goats- do you remember?

Welcome to my kingdom. For when | was hungry you fed me, when | was sick you
visited me, when | was a stranger you took care of me.

But Lord, I don’t understand. When did | see you hungry or sick or a stranger?

As you did it for the least of these my brothers and sisters, so you did it for me.
Artaban had not failed in his quest after all. He had reached Jesus, not just once but
many times, as he involved himself in the lives of his fellow human beings.

The man who wrote this story was called Henry van Dyke and he claimed not to have
invented the story but to have been “given it.” It was a tale which, he said, came to
him during a year in which everything had gone wrong in his life. Every day brought
trouble, he wrote, every night was tormented with pain. They are very long-those
nights when one lies awake and hears the labouring heart pumping wearily at its task,
and watches for the morning, not knowing whether it will ever dawn. ... You must face
the thought that your work in the world may be almost ended but you know that it is
not nearly finished. You have not solved the problems that perplexed you. You have
not reached the goal that you aimed at. You have not accomplished the great task that
you set for yourself. You are still on the way; and perhaps your journey must end
now- nowhere-in the dark.

Then the story of the wise man who never made it to Jesus- came to him and he wrote
it down. He did not know why. Nor did he labour to bring out “the moral of the
story.” “Now that this story is told,” he wrote, “what does it mean? How can | tell?
What does life mean? If the meaning of life could be put into a sentence there would
be no need of telling the story.”

Artaban’s story is many people’s story: people who feel that they have missed out on
their quest in life, people who have been perpetually held back from following their
ambitions, people who have become tormented by doubt because they cannot seem to
find a real-enough God or a strong-enough faith and everybody else in their church
seems to be a better Christian than they are. Artaban is every man or woman who is
struggling to do their best in a difficult world and who feels that their best is never
good enough.

At the end of the story Jesus- the Son of God- turns out to be not the goal that was
never reached but part of the journey, every step of it. When Artaban stopped to tend
the sick man, save the child from death and the girl from slavery, Jesus was there in
those people. When Artaban stopped to eat and drink and sleep, Jesus was there in
that sustenance. When Artaban walked in a state of excitement and expectation, Jesus
walked with him, his arm around his shoulders, sharing the high spirits. When
Artaban trudged wearily, tormented by doubt, torn apart by pain and disappointment,
Jesus walked beside him, holding his hand. Jesus had not stood at the finishing line,
waiting to see if Artaban would make it there. He had walked every step of the
journey with him and the only reason that Artaban had not seen him was that he had
not expected him to be there. He had not realised that Jesus was both the path and the
prize. Is this, do you think, your story too?
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On my parents’ Ruby Wedding Anniversary, my father arranged for forty red roses to
be delivered to my mother at home. The timing was not brilliant because the florist
arrived just as mother was cleaning the bathroom and she opened the front door to
receive her red roses wearing rubber gloves and clutching a lavatory brush. This, she
felt, detracted somewhat from the romance of the moment.

But it did not matter. The red roses, although a charming gesture, did not matter. She
did not need this gift, nor the party which followed to tell her that she had succeeded
in her marriage. It was the years of love and loyalty, the long and often painful
journey through better and worse, richer and poorer, sickness and health which
mattered. It was the journey which had built the relationship. The anniversaries, the
gifts, the “prizes,” were no more than brief staging posts.

The search for God is about the building of a relationship. It is not a piece of
knowledge to be worked out. It is not an award of merit for good behaviour. It is not
the successful creation of a perfect church. It is an ongoing relationship of love and
trust which is built up through mistakes and failures, through excruciating pain and
tormenting doubt. Everything which happens to us in life- the better and the worse,
the richer and the poorer, the sickness and health- is an opportunity to know God
better because God is the path as well as the prize.

It is good to have ambitions. Even if you do not always reach them, it does you good
to have something to aim for. As George Herbert said in one of his poems, you shoot
much higher if you aim at the moon than if you only aim at a tree. And if you have a
worthy ambition for 2008 then good luck and God bless you.

But my deepest prayer for us all today is that during this year ahead, no matter what
happens to us, in us and around us, we may come to know God a little more clearly as
each day goes by.

Amen.



