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The holy gospel according to Matthew.
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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, 2asking, “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.” 3When King
Herod heard this, he was frightened, and all Jerusalem with him; 4and calling together all
the chief priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the Messiah was to
be born. 5They told him, “In Bethlehem of Judea; for so it has been written by the prophet:
6
‘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.’ ”
7
Then Herod secretly called for the wise men and learned from them the exact time
when the star had appeared. 8Then 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.” 9When 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. 10When they saw that the star had stopped, they were overwhelmed with
joy. 11On 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. 12And having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they
left for their own country by another road.
The gospel of the Lord.
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.
This past week my family took a few days away. We rented a cabin in the middle of nowhere
Wisconsin to do a little snowshoeing and enjoy not hurrying. We knew that up to a foot of
snow was expected overnight in the area, so we stopped in the little town of Minong to stock
up on groceries for a few days. just in case we got snowed in – who knew well we’d get plowed
out in the middle of nowhere, Wisconsin.
We took our groceries to the checkout, where there was one young
man working the register. He started scanning our items. Canned
tomatoes… beep. Cheese…beep. Eggs…beep. As we continued to
unload things onto the conveyer belt, he looked beyond us at the
growing line and said, “It’s six-thirty on a Sunday night. We close in
½ hour. I’ve never seen this many people here this late.”

Salad… beep. peppers… beep. Brian commented, “Well a snowstorm’s coming, maybe they’re
stocking up.” The guy shook his head. “I don’t know about this weather.” Milk… beep, flour…
beep. “I think this world is going to end. Now, I’m a little religious… a little. But this… I think
it’s all just ending.”
Such despair. Said so matter-of-factly. There in the grocery checkout line. Now I can usually
come up with something understanding or empathetic to say in most circumstances. But I was
silenced, by the guy in the small-town grocery store and his honesty and his sheer lack of hope
for this world. That evening what I needed most was the magi. And the gifts that they bring.
The magi. They are mysterious figures. They’re supposed to be.
But we want to fill in the details: we imagine they’re kings. That
there are 3. That they rode camels from Persia. But to assume all
of that is to take away the mystery of them. Matthew only says,
After Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, magi came from the
rising of the light. (The translation we have is “from the east” –
True, but it loses something.) These mysterious magi from the
rising of the light look up and see something in the stars.
The stars were as mysterious as they were. Lights in the sky. Stars had been charted for tens of
thousands of years. But the Magi knew nothing of fusion or gaseous clouds. Some thought the
lights were the souls of the righteous. Some thought they were
gods. Some that they were messengers.
That’s what the magi thought. That there was a message in the
stars of something new, something so bold and world shaking,
that it was proclaimed in the heavens. I’m reminded of Van
Gogh’s quote, “I don't know anything with certainty, but seeing
the stars makes me dream.” So, they began their quest.
This is a gift of the magi. They were willing to pay attention. To wonder. To watch for what
might be important in this moment. What might God be saying to us right now as we begin a
new year. Who are we seeing that are in need? Who might be falling into the shadows? Who
is losing hope? The magi watched and wondered. They paid attention.
As the magi searched the sky, and the ancient texts, they found
what they thought was the message from the stars. A passage
from Isaiah 60:
“Arise, shine; for your light has come, and the glory of the
LORD has risen upon you. Nations shall come to your light, and
kings to the brightness of your dawn... They shall bring gold
and frankincense, and shall proclaim the praise of the LORD.
Something amazing had come to the earth and they needed to find it. The passage led them to
Judea, home of the Jews. When they arrived there in the capitol, they asked, “Where is the
child who has been born king of the Jews? For we observed his star at its rising”

In this, the magi offer us a second gift. The courage to fail and
try again. They thought they knew where to go. They had
studied the texts - travelled across a continent. They finally
arrived, only to discover that they were in the wrong place.
They’d made a horrible mistake.
We are so often afraid of making a mistake – of looking foolish –
of making someone mad -- that we don’t do anything at all. Like
me in the grocery story. But if we are going to do new things, go new places, bring good news
to new people, need to learn that I won’t always get it right. I don’t have all the answers. We
need to learn to fail gracefully. To try and learn and ask forgiveness. This world is so beautifully
diverse in cultures, ideas, sources of meaning, that we need to bravely try so we can learn. To
act with courage, like the magi.
The magi failed and learned. It turns out the one they sought
was not in the halls of power or even the holy place. The miracle
of the Christmas is that light comes into dark places. Jesus came
to the unexpected, unnoticed, unwanted places. Among the
poor, the ignored, the lonely, the grieving. Jesus comes into the
most broken, awful, awkward moment of your life — not to
magically make it all better — but to sit with you, or offer a hand
to hold, or invite you into a new way. `
The magi found the child. They came to the end of their journey, overwhelmed with joy. They
knelt and offered their gifts and then… they went home by another way. By another way. The
Greek word is “hodos”. It is the same word that is used throughout the New Testament to
describe Christians. They are “followers of the Way.” The magi now went home by a new Way.
I suspect that is the last gift the magi offer us - the reminder
that we, too, are followers of the way on our journeys. The
light that the magi followed and the light that they found is
within each of us. We carry the light of Christ with us
wherever we go.
There is a brightness that we bear out into the world. A
source of hope and a guide for a better world. We carry the
light of abundance, forgiveness, care of each person, justice, gentleness, love. We bravely carry
hope out into a world where hope is so hard to find.
We need the gifts of the magi. Attentiveness, courage, and a reminder that the light has come.
A light we bear – and that we can share wherever we go — even in a grocery store in
Wisconsin. Amen.

