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 One ever present question dangling over seminarians is, “What is your theology of 

ministry?”  

 I’ve served six congregations between my last time in Southampton and now. I’ve had 

even more church interviews, and no interim search committee has asked me this question. It is 

an important question because it offers a succinct glimpse into the way that pastor might lead a 

congregation. Without self-understanding, the pastor may lead without any clear sense of 

direction, priorities, or purpose. As a corollary, the congregation may not call a pastor who can 

serve them in a manner that enables them to fulfill its call to ministry. 

 Mine is short. It is the first clause in Eph. 4:12 “Equip the saints for the work of 

ministry,” The rest of the verse is “for building up the body of Christ.” 

 Paul wrote about spiritual gifts. We read “The gifts he gave were that some would be 

apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, some pastors and teachers.” (Ephesians 4:11) “So we, 

who are many, are one body in Christ, and individually we are members one of another. We have 

gifts that differ according to the grace given to us: prophecy, in proportion to faith; ministry, in 

ministering; the teacher, in teaching;” (Romans 12:5-7) And then there is the masterful and 

extended description of spiritual gifts in 1 Corinthians 12 and 13. 

 God calls every one of us by our baptisms into ministry. Every one of us has spiritual 

gifts, which we use to further the work that began when God came down in love to share our 

common lot. A congregation aggregates its collective spiritual gifts to further the work Jesus 



began, which is to make real shalom, true peace and justice rooted in steadfast love, the kingdom 

of heaven.  

 The church as the body of Christ is the incarnation of Jesus in our community and the 

world. As the body of Christ, we are the intersection of earth and heaven, human and divine, fear 

and love, death and life.  

 This intersection underpins Matthew’s birth narrative. We will see it more clearly when 

we divorce it from our images of the Christmas pageant magi dressed in bathrobes and the 

beautiful gauzy images of baby Jesus in a manger surrounded by animals, shepherds, and magi. 

Those images obscure this story’s dark and foreboding message. 

 When the magi asked Herod, “Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews?” 

they struck fear in his heart. Herod was the prefect under Caesar Augustus. He had no legitimacy 

with the people of Israel. He didn’t see Jesus as a baby, but primarily as a rival for power and 

authority. Even the gifts the magi brought pointed to death. Myrrh when mixed with wine was an 

analgesic, which someone offered to Jesus as he hung on the cross. It was also placed in the 

grave cloths wrapping the dead. 

 The confrontation with Herod and the intersection of life and death were preludes to the 

rest of Matthew’s gospel. The ways of Herod and the Empire were the ways of death. Jesus was 

the way of life. The pathway to true peace and justice was the triumph of God’s kingdom over 

Caesar’s Empire. Accomplishing that meant overturning the assumptions that organized a way of 

life in which the rich used their power to keep people impoverished. It was a way of life that 

used fear to maintain peace. It was a way of life invested in prestige and power rather than 

humility and servanthood. 



 As the body of Christ, the incarnation of Jesus, we’re called to be a light in the darkness, 

whether that is the darkness in an individual or the entire community. We’re called to bring hope 

to lives and in places where it is non-existent or in short supply. We’re called to deliver people 

from their anxiety to find peace. 

 We do that when we use our gifts. When we serve the people, just as Jesus served the 

people, we will build up the body of Christ. That building up, however, is not about growing in 

membership or in finances, but growing in our faith, living out the teachings of Jesus as best we 

can. We build up the body of Christ when we respond in love and with love to the deep 

yearnings of people who seek shalom. 

 Remember the last verse in the hymn In the Bleak Midwinter: 

What I can I give him, poor as I am. 

If I were a shepherd, I would bring a lamb. 

If I were a wise man, I would do my part. 

What I can I give him, give my heart. 

 

Friends, what gifts will we bring to the Christ child? 


