Sermon for January 4 2026                            Matthew 2:1-12                                              “Homage”

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.


          	          Words are funny things…they take on a life of their own after a while, and sometimes the way they are pronounced shifts as well. I say tomato, you say tomahto; potato, potahto; almond, ammond, either, either, and so forth. It is kinda fun, brings some variety to the ear. And in most cases, the meaning stays the same, and either pronunciation is describing the same stuff. But not always, which brings us to some interesting Bible learning for today, as both the Wise men and Herod independently seek to find the infant Jesus and ‘pay him homage’. Sometimes, this word is pronounced hommage: same word, same Latin roots, but differing meaning depending on whether we are dealing with the Middle English one or the Old French one. 

          The Middle English one, homage, brings a medieval concept into our modern lives. It pretty much means to bend the knee, to pledge fealty and faithfulness to a superior, and at a minimum to offer respect and a pledge of service. There is another meaning but I want to save it for later. The Old French one, hommage, refers to an artistic tribute to another person, in a flattering style. Satire and critique do not align well with hommage, where sincerity and appreciation carry the day. So a pen-and-ink drawing in the style of Rembrandt could be an hommage, whereas a political cartoon could not. Like so many things in life, it’s all about the intention behind the action.

           I think the intentions of the Magi are pretty clear. They had traveled miles and miles, driven by the same internal zeal that motivates the current monks marching for peace. Both of these groups of wise men set out on hazardous trips not befitting guys their age in order to experience something extraordinary. The Magi were astronomers, among other vocations, and they wanted to connect meaning with the advent of this o-so-bright star. They were guided by that star, and by scripture a bit and by intuition a lot, and they found their meaning, and paid homage in the Middle English way: they bent the knee, they recognized the greatness of the one before whom they knelt, and they offered gifts befitting the dignity and station of this newborn future King.

          The actual King in the region at that time was Herod, who was most distressed at all this hubbub about a ‘new’ king. He summoned his advisors, he called special meetings of his soothsayers, he pinioned the Magi, all for specifics about this Jesus and where and when he had been born. He said that he, too, wanted to pay homage, but we know enough from history to evaluate his intentions and shake our heads. In a way, he did want to pay homage; remember that variant meaning I have been holding back from you? Homage can sometimes mean offering respect or condolences at the death-bed of another. When you go to the viewing hours for a deceased loved one, we usually call it paying our respects, but paying homage, really the same thing. But a world of difference lies between you or I going for visiting hours at the funeral parlor and Herod traveling to pay homage to Jesus…and that difference is that he wanted to be the cause of Jesus’ death! Such was his historically chronicled insecurity that he could only honor and respect this upstart King with a dagger in one hand and a smothering pillow in the other! Let’s be clear, the Magi were smart guys, and they could read between the lines, but just to be certain, they received heavenly guidance in their dreams not to go back and not to divulge anything to wicked old Herod. 

          Okay…so far, friends, we are wading about in the English pool of meanings, which makes a lot of sense. Our Protestant tradition leaned heavily on the King James translation of the Bible, where this notion of venerating and worshipping Jesus was reinforced. The mindset of the time was still pretty medieval, and the vernacular was still Middle English for most folks, and they were all too familiar with fealty and respect and bowing down in various ways. And I can live with that meaning for homage, I guess; Jesus is the one we acknowledge as Lord, the one to whom we bend the knee, the one deserving of our faithful service, and all that stuff. But I do want to open up for us all the Old French meaning as perhaps a more fulfilling way to be a Christian. Because if we offer hommage to Jesus, in the Old French style, it means that we are creating a tribute, an ongoing piece of performance art, highlighting with our lives and actions the choices and behaviors that we understand would honor him. We show him respect, not by groveling whether we mean it or not, but by living his teachings, by incarnating his compassion, by practicing what he preached.

          It is true that both homage and hommage have advanced the faith across the centuries, but I think the days of random obedience and unquestioned loyalty are over for the human race. Our younger generations are brimming with questions, and if we answer them, “well, just do it the way we say and don’t question our authority,” we can guarantee the demise of our faith. We are too informed as a human family now to just randomly bow down and be fine with it; we want to give true respect, which is earned, not demanded. And we learn to respect Jesus when we actually experience that his teachings and advice work in our human situations. We can keep groveling, but I really don’t see the upside of that kind of Christian practice.  Instead, I would encourage you towards hommage, living your life as a tribute and an honoring of Jesus the Christ. Amen.       
