
Matthew 2:1-12

2In 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.’” 7Then 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 Word of the Lord,

Thanks be to God

Just a little over a week ago, we gathered and celebrated with

candles and angels and shepherds. We sang carols and gave witness to
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the light coming into the world through the birth of Christ.  Since then,

we have said goodbye to one year and welcomed in a new one.  Today

we find ourselves on the 9th day of Christmas where our true love

gives to us 9 ladies dancing.  We are a few days away from the actual

day of Epiphany; yet, because of the way the church calendar

operates, we find ourselves observing Epiphany today, just a few days

early. Perhaps we should look at it as if this Sunday is preparing us for

the day of Epiphany, the day the Wise Wonderers finally find their way

to the Christ Child and pay him homage.

Today, as we find ourselves moving from one season to the next,

one year to the next, we ask ourselves what does Epiphany mean for

us in the year 2022? Where is God leading us as we continue to live in

the midst of, what seems to be, a never ending pandemic and time of

continuing uncertainty?

Matthew covers the genealogy of Jesus and has Joseph accepting

the son who is not his.  That is it for the birth narrative of Matthew.

The story of the magi takes place some two years later. The Magi were

most likely Zoroastrian priests. They studied the stars and were able to

interpret dreams. They were scholars who followed the Zoroastrianism

prophet, Zoroaster. It was believed that Zoroaster was miraculously
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conceived in the womb of a 15 year old Persian virgin. Like Jesus,

Zoroaster started his ministry at age 30. He predicted that other young

women, virgins, would conceive additional divinely appointed prophets

as history unfolded.  Zoroastrian priests believed they could foretell

these miraculous births by reading the stars. And, like the Jews,

Zoroastrian priests were awaiting the birth of the One True Savior.

The fact that Matthew tells of these priests following the star to

Bethlehem, the place of Jesus’ birth, shows the reader that Jesus is

not only a fulfillment of First Testament prophecy, but also Zoroastrian

prophecy. Even the Gentile Magi recognize the divine nature of Jesus.

Jesus came, not just for the people of Israel, but for ALL of

humankind.

These Magi, who knew the prophets and the night sky, had

reason to believe that something new and wonderful had taken place.

They knew that the Chosen One had come to fulfill what the prophets

had ordained. These Magi, these astronomers, who paid attention to

the signs God put before them, knew there was one who would come

to save all people and that if they followed this star, this celestial
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phenomenon, that they would find the one who had been born King of

the Jews, Savior to all.

We don’t know how many there were. We don’t know if they

were all male or perhaps female or a coed group. What we know is the

Magi paid attention to what was happening. They paid attention and

saw God’s nighttime masterpiece as a treasure map pointing the way

to hope and peace, to joy and love. They paid attention.

As a college student at Valdosta State University in the 1990’s, I

was required to take a certain number of science courses in order to

graduate. I am a right brained, creative being who, like many right

brained creative beings, I struggle with science and mathematics. I

could write you a sonnet, but please do not ask me about calculus. So

after some not so thoughtful consideration, I decided to register for

the one class I thought would suit a romantic, poetic soul such as

mine…I registered for Astronomy.  To this day, I ask myself how I

possibly passed that class, because what my naive self did not realize

at the time is that there is a whole lot of math involved in astronomy. I

remember almost nothing about that course. Almost.  What I do
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remember is the excitement my professor had when it came to having

his students chart stars and other phenomenon.

One day we went into class and the professor was so excited to

teach us about sun spots, he informed us that we would be going to

the roof and viewing the sun through the telescope in order to chart

these sunspots. I took out my notebook and drew the circle on my

page that represented the view through the telescope. I stood in line,

which went rather quickly, as we were instructed not to look directly at

the sun for too long a period.  When my time came, I looked into the

telescope and then at my professor.

“I don’t see anything.” I said.

“Let me see, maybe we need to focus in some more.” He peered

into the telescope and fidgeted with the device and said, “There. You

should see that.”

I looked again and then glanced at my professor and then back

into the telescope.

“Nope. Not seeing anything.”

Again he looked into his telescope and questioned how I could

not see this and once again began to fidget with focus mechanism.
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Finally I peered in and said, “Ok. The only thing I see is this super tiny

little spot that looks like a speck of dust on the lens.”

To which my professor exclaimed, “That’s IT!!!!”  I looked at my

professor, took my trusty pencil and plopped a dot on my page inside

that circle. He was so proud that I had finally viewed what I thought

was a simple little spot of dirt on the lens of the telescope.

Charting stars was slightly easier and I grew to enjoy that time

with my classmates. Some evenings we were on the roof and other

times we would gather on the front lawn of campus, far enough away

from the street lights that lay in the shadows of giant oak trees with

Spanish Moss hanging from them and we would sit in the darkness and

chart stars. As I have said, I do not remember much from that course,

but what I learned was something more important than any book could

teach and that lesson was to “Pay attention.” Stop taking the sun and

the stars and the skies for granted, stop ignoring the handiwork of God

and look around. See things. Notice things. Pay attention.

Why? Because God speaks to us through all of creation. God

speaks to us and leads us. Sometimes we don’t know where we are

being led and sometimes it may feel uncomfortable and frightening,
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but when we pay attention, we can see God in all places, we can find

Christ in even the most unlikely of places.

That famous star led the Magi to Herod of all people.  Herod who

could show compassion for his people at times, by making sure they

did not starve when there was a famine, but also, the same Herod who

was easily threatened, extremely suspicious, and filled with jealousy

and envy. Herod, who had his own wife and mother-in-law murdered.

The same Herod who murdered his 3 sons. The Herod who, when it

would come time for him to die, would have the most distinguished

citizens of Jerusalem arrested on trumped up charges and imprisoned

with orders that they should be killed the moment he died because he

knew no one would mourn him and insisted that tears be shed the day

he died.  This same King Herod, is where the star led the Magi.  And

once Herod got wind of this child King, he ordered that children 2 and

under be put to death.  Can you imagine God leading you into such a

place as this? Can you imagine what would have happened to the Magi

had they not paid attention to the dream telling them to go another

way home?  Can you imagine the dangerous journey they took, just to

visit an unknown child born into poverty to an unwed teenage mother?
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You never know where God is leading. You never know where you

might find Christ.

While in seminary, I served on staff of a church in Georgia and

every year this church did the same thing for their children’s message

during Advent.  Every year the nativity would be placed up front.

Children would place the shepherds and the sheep, the angel, Mary

and Joseph. Baby Jesus was yet to be placed in the scene and the

Wise Men were placed at the back of the sanctuary. Each week we

would move the Wise Men a little closer and a little closer.  On

Christmas Eve the baby would appear and on Epiphany Sunday the

Wise Men would finally make their way to the nativity. The picture

would be complete.

However, there was this one year, when the baby was missing.

Where was Jesus? Where could he be?  He wasn’t in the nativity?  The

wise men had journeyed all the way up the aisle and yet Jesus was not

there.  As the children’s message continued, the people were asked to

look for Jesus.  People began searching under pews, in the choir loft,

the balcony, by the organ…no Jesus.  Then people left the sanctuary.

They looked up and down hallways, into classrooms. No Jesus.  Finally

someone walked out the back door and looked behind a plant that sat
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by the door and there was Jesus.  The lesson? Sometimes we find

Jesus in unlikely places, we just have to pay attention, because when

we do, we are more likely to experience the divine majesty of God.

Thank God that the Magi paid attention to the signs God had sent

them. Thank God they decided to travel to an unknown territory.

Thank God they looked up and listened to their dream and proclaimed

this child as King and Savior to all.

God is calling us to open our hearts and our eyes, to wander near

and far, to travel into territories unknown. God may even be asking us

to cross into places we describe as, “no no zones.” God is constantly

and consistently at work around us, offering signs to us. If we walk

around with blinders on, we may miss out on God in the world. If we

never venture, if we never follow, if we fail to pay attention, we may

not see Christ right in front of us.

This first Sunday of 2022, this Sunday of preparing our hearts for

Epiphany, let us make it our goal to pay attention to the signs God

puts before us so we may follow where God leads in order that we may

find Christ and pay him homage, each in our own way. Amen.
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