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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.

The Word of the Lord.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.

In 2008, the church where I was working in London hosted the annual St. Andrew’s Society Christmas lessons and carols service.  The distinguished guests for the evening, and the appointed scripture readers were Bill Bryson, the travel writer and Helen Mirren, the actress. My job, as the minister, was to show them where to sit and stand and how to use the mics.  Bill forgot his reading glasses, so he borrowed Helen’s to read the first lesson.  He did so in a flat affect and an American accent.  Then Helen followed and read today’s passage from Matthew in what remains one of the most memorable scripture readings I have ever heard.  She read the story with riveting emotion in her voice and building suspense as it went along.  The story came to life, and I was on the edge of my seat as she read the list of gifts the magi delivered when they finally found Jesus.  Gold.  And frankincense.  And…what?  What else did they bring, Helen?  Myrrh!  

It was as though I had never heard the story before in my life, and I was gripped with the tension of the journey of these men and their remarkable discovery of Jesus.  If you never had heard the story about these astrologers who witnessed a star, which they believed to signify the birth of the true king and traveled to find him, then it is an extraordinary story.  These men see this incredible star and they head to the obvious place, Jerusalem.  Of course, the long-awaited Savior of the World, would be born in the seat of power and influence.  Yet, Herod, who knew everything that happened in Jerusalem knew nothing of this new king.  Herod called in the experts who read the prophetic texts; the texts said the king would be born in Bethlehem.  Bethlehem, a small town, a place known for very little, and probably not a place on any major traveling routes, was the place they had to go if they wanted to meet the king.  

Now, I don’t want to ruin the long-constructed nativity ‘We Three Kings’ images for any of you but a journey to from the East where they originated to Jerusalem and then on to Bethlehem was going to be a very long trip.   This was going to be a long hard journey over ancient roads and mountain passes, meaning they did not arrive on Christmas afternoon, right after the shepherds, as our pageants like to tell it.  It would have taken them months to get from the “east” to Jerusalem and then to Bethlehem arriving well after Jesus could have been considered a newborn.   

The journey was long but eventually the star, which originally announced his birth now, like a cosmic GPS, shone over the very home of the new king.  When they finally see the young child who looks just the right age, given how long they had been on the road, they rejoice.  The text says, “they were overwhelmed with joy”, which is an understatement.  The wording in the Greek is emphatically redundant: “They rejoiced exceedingly with joy.”  They did it.  They found him!  It truly was miraculous.  

I am intrigued by these men.  What made them willing to head out on this onerous journey?  It couldn’t have been that they were just looking for adventure.  They must have been really longing, really hungering for something different than their present reality.  They must have been people who believed that there was some Truth in the world that was worth seeking after.  They must have been holding onto hope that the rumors of God coming to save the world might really be true.  These men must have been hoping and praying and believing that God was real, and there was good news was out there, if only they could find it.  

Or maybe their lives were awful.  Maybe they had been digesting the lies and empty promises of the local politicians for too long.  Maybe they were sick to death of the vanity and the false idols they saw all around them.  Maybe they really could not find anything in their present landscapes that were worth living for.  Maybe it was that which made these men, not wise, but just desperate.  

George Bernanos was a French author and solider in World War I.  He was a devoted Catholic and wrote, “In order to be prepared to hope in what does not deceive, we must first lose hope in everything that deceives.”  Maybe the journey of the magi, was not a trip to meet the new ruler but the conclusion of the spiritual wanderings they had been taking their entire lives.  

Epiphany is the celebration of their arrival.  They arrived at the Truth and looked him in the eyes and “they rejoiced exceedingly with joy.”  I think we should be inspired by the magi and the earnest and deeply committed way in which they clung to hope, day after day, week after week, month after month until they found the way to the light of the world.  

These men were traveling to find wisdom, to find the divine; their arrival is worth celebrating.  Because they arrived at that place where we all long to be.  There is a hunger in all of us as deep as that of these men.  We hunger for the Truth, we long for wisdom, we yearn for the divine.  But unlike the witness of these men, few of us have as much fortitude to stick with the struggle of finding our way to the Light.  We settle for certitude when we should long for wisdom.  We settle for sound bites when we should wrestle for depth of meaning.  We distract ourselves with cheap thrills without pursing with diligence exceeding joy.  These men are models of discipleship needed for our modern world, which is plagued with as much grief and hopelessness and despair as way back then.  
Our challenge must be to be people who are on a quest to find the divine in the world.  To be people who will not rest until we have arrived in that place.  To be people who will not accept the belief that there is no truth to be discovered.  We can do better than that.  We must do better than that.  

But finding Jesus is not so easy these days.  I just spent a week with a group of Presbyterian ministers who shared their stories of what life is like in their respective churches across the country.  The collective analysis is that it is hard.  Ministry is hard.  Church is hard.  Life is hard.  Good news is not very easy to come by.  

Rev. Cynthia Campbell, a pillar in this group, has retired after nearly forty-five years in ministry.  She talked about how much things had changed since she was a child growing up in the church.  Revealing her early proclivity for ministry, she told us a story about being in the 8th grade in 1966.  “Back in the day, the “church ad” in the Saturday newspaper listed the title and biblical text for the next day’s sermon.  Around the 8th grade, I began to look up the text on Saturday and trying to imagine Dr. Little’s sermon.  I still have the red-bound RSV bible in which I recorded the texts and the dates.”  Now that is remarkable.  And that would never happen today.  

Jesus is harder to find today.  He's not on the street corner, or in the newspaper, or on the radio like he used to be.  When everything is at our fingertips these days, why is it that the way, the light, and the truth seem harder and harder to find?  Or maybe that’s just our perception of the situation and the true light has always been one which must be discovered through struggle.  

If the magi could embark on a life changing journey to find out where that star was leading them than so can we.  Our quest might be just as precarious and windy as theirs but no less significant.  Anytime someone sets out to see hope and find truth and encounter God, it is a journey worth taking and worth completing.  So, wherever you are on your own journey, be encouraged.  God is faithful still.  God still provides signs for men and women who will seek Truth.  God will still point you towards the Way.  

Do not ignore the hunger that is within you to study the scriptures deeply and hear how God might be speaking to you.  Do not ignore the desire for more than simple answers but a real connection with the holy mysteries of life.  Do not ignore the call that has been placed on your life to go and seek the Christ child, the light of God, who came into the world not to be hidden but to be found.  Seek and you shall find.  Knock and the door will be opened.  There are no promises for what the journey will look like but in the end, it will be worth every mile that is traveled.  Thanks be to God!

Amen.   
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