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A Few Miles Off Course, But a World Away


Navigation has come along way in recent years.  For most of human history the primary way people got from one place to another over long distances was to use the stars.  Whether on land or sea, travelers have always used to movement of heavenly bodies to find their way.  Over time, navigators developed complex charts and instruments to help them identify where they were in relation to various reference points, but ultimately they were still doing what the Magi from the East are doing in this text – following the stars.  

But these days we have much better ways to get where we’re going.  With the advent of satellite technology the world is experiencing a revolution in navigation.  For a hundred dollars or so, any of us can have our own Global Positioning System that will tell us exactly where we are in the world and will direct us to anywhere we want to go.  Jannan’s parents were demonstrating their GPS for us over Christmas.  It talks to them.  They just have to say out loud anyplace they want to get to in the world and it will tell them step by step how to get there.  And if they miss a turn or go off course it knows and will adjust their path to get them to their destination.  It really is a whole new way to get around.  Imagine how much easier the journey of these Magi would have been if they had had a GPS.  They could have just said, “take us to the King of the Jews” and it would have led them, turn by turn, straight to the baby Jesus.

But unfortunately, the only satellites the Magi had to help them were the actual stars in the sky.  They had to find their way to the new born king with just what they could make out in the heavens.  We do not know exactly how far they traveled to get to Jesus.  The text says they were from the east, but we do not know how far east.  Most of our nativity sets, like the beautiful one here in our sanctuary, show the wise men present along with the shepherds on the night of Jesus’ birth.  But the Biblical accounts suggest they may not have arrived until a year or so later.  So it is possible that they came from very far away, indeed.  
It is also a little unclear what the term “Magi” actually means.  It was traditionally translated as “wise men” or “wise ones” but the term probably refers to priests from a Persian religious sect.  If these Magi came from Persia then they may have traveled over a thousand miles to reach Bethlehem.  The Magi were known to have been very sophisticated astronomers.  According to this text, their studies of the stars indicated that a very important new king had been born to the Jewish people.  Apparently even the star could not but celebrate the coming of the Lord.  It must have been an impressive display to have caused the Magi to pack their bags and head off to worship this new king.  They must have seen that this was no ordinary king.  This was someone very, very special, so special that they had to see this king for themselves.  Something about what they saw in sky convinced these Magi that God was doing something incredible in the world and they wanted to be a part of it.  They saw in the birth of this child a glimpse of the presence of God, so they dropped everything and headed off to find the new king of the Jews.

It is in honor of this journey of the Magi that we celebrate today Epiphany Sunday.  Epiphany refers to a realization of the divine.  The Magi recognized that God was at work in the coming of Jesus and they wanted to participate in what God was doing.  As we remember their journey, we also want to open ourselves up to the possibility of our own epiphany.  This text gives us hope that we too might somehow get a glimpse of God at work in the world.  On Epiphany, we pray for the grace to see what these Magi saw, to see God’s plan unfolding around us and to be a part of it.  God is moving in our lives in countless ways and today we ask God to allow us to participate in that work.  We may not understand the movement of the stars like the Magi did, but God has put signs in each of our lives that are just as clear.  One way or another God is trying to get our attention.  God is calling us and giving us insight into what God is planning for our lives, for our church, for our community.  So the first question for us is: are we paying enough attention to notice the signs.  Are we open to the ways God may be leading toward us something new in our midst?  Are we alert for the indications of how God’s plan may be unfolding?  And secondly, if we do begin to see the signs, do we have the courage to follow them?  Are we willing to take a risk like these Magi did in order to be part of what God is doing?  We may not be sure where God is taking us; we may wish we had some solid evidence to follow instead of just vague notions.  But sometimes all we have are a few small signs and we have to do our best to follow.  The Magi had no proof of what God was doing through Jesus.  They only had the small hint of God’s plan they could see in the heavens.  But with only the stars to guide them they set off on their journey, because they had hope that God was going to allow them to be part of something special.  
Apparently the Magi did a great job of following the stars toward the one they were searching for.  They made it to within just a few miles of where Jesus was growing up.  But as the Magi approached Bethlehem they made a couple of assumptions that took them a little off course.  Their first assumption was that if they were seeking a king they ought to be going to the capitol city, the seat of wealth and power.  It seemed like a logical assumption.  As they followed the star closer and closer to Jerusalem at some point they must have just decided to head toward the place where the ancient kings of Israel ruled. In other words, they stopped following the star and figured they knew where they were being led.  But as it turned out, the star was not taking them to Jerusalem.  It was actually trying to lead them down the road about six miles to the tiny, backwater town of Bethlehem.  But once these Magi got the general direction from the star they decided to fill in the blanks for themselves and go on down to the capitol, Jerusalem.

When they arrived in Jerusalem, the Magi quickly proceeded to make their second incorrect assumption.  They figured that if a new king had been born, a king who was going to be a truly great leader, then surely everyone would already know about it.  It only made sense.  If God was doing an incredible new thing among the Jewish people, it is logical to assume that the Jews would know about it.  The Magi figured they would just go up to the palace and congratulate King Herod on the birth of his son.  Surely he would be excited to hear that the stars were predicting greatness for his offspring.  There was only one problem with this plan: Herod did not have a newborn son.  And no one in Jerusalem seemed to have any idea that such a powerful king had recently been born.  According to our text, the Magi’s tale about a new king, “greatly disturbed” King Herod “and all Jerusalem with him”.  It does not seem to have occurred to these Magi that the current king might not be pleased to hear that a new king had been born.  They assumed that the king they were seeking was an heir, not a usurper.  They were wrong.  It seems the very people who were going to be most affected by the coming of this new king knew nothing at all about him.  The Magi were outsiders, and they could see that God was doing something amazing among the Jewish people.  Yet people themselves had no idea what was happening.
These two incorrect assumptions took the Magi off course, but more importantly these mistakes put their lives, and Jesus’ life, in danger.  The Magi alerted Herod to the birth of one who might have claim to his throne.  Before Jesus was even old enough to talk he was already a threat the powers that be.  The journey of the Magi could easily have ended right there.  Herod could certainly have ordered them killed for suggesting that someone other than him was king in Judea.  Their incorrect assumptions about where they were going nearly compromised their whole journey.  
But as we read this text today, we have the opportunity to learn from their mistakes.  As we also seek to follow the signs God has given us, we may be tempted to make the same kind of assumptions the Magi did.  We can easily fall into the same traps and end up going off course.  The first mistake the Magi made was thinking they would find the king of the Jews in Jerusalem.  They had followed the star all the way from the East, but when they got close they thought they knew where they were going.  What could be more obvious than the fact that if you are looking for a king you go to the capitol?  But the Magi had to learn the hard way that kings are not always born in palaces, sometimes they are born in stables.  And it is easy for us to make the same kinds of assumptions.  When we as individuals or as a church are trying to follow where God is leading, sometimes we start thinking we know the destination.  It is easy for us to start out on the right path and then deviate when we get close to our destination.  Maybe we feel like God is calling us to change jobs so when a job offer comes along we assume that must be God’s plan without taking time to pray seriously about it.  Or we feel like God is calling us to mend an old relationship so we just pick up the phone and call that friend or family member before we really know how God is planning to bring about the reconciliation.  Following God is not just about going in generally the right direction, we all have a specific path to follow if we want to get where we’re going.  Just because something is in roughly the right direction does not mean it where God is leading.  Jerusalem is only six miles from Bethlehem, but it is a whole world away.  God seems to have a thing for last minute twists and turns.  If we are going to follow we have to be constantly on our toes and aware of where God is leading us.  Just because God may have led us in one direction for a while does not mean we won’t be called on to make a sharp turn later on.  Just because God may have called our church in one direction for a while does not mean God won’t call us to change course again.  Following God’s path for us is hard work and we have to keep at constantly and not rest in thinking we know where we are headed.  Otherwise we may end up in Jerusalem when we are supposed to be in Bethlehem.
Which brings us to the second mistake of the Magi.  They assumed that everyone else could also see what God was doing.  They expected the people of Israel to be rejoicing in the birth of Jesus, their king.  But the people did not see what the Magi saw.  The people were not aware of God working in their midst.  Now, the Magi could have assumed that because no one else saw God working, they were mistaken.  They could have thought, “well there must not be any king otherwise everyone else would know.  We must have gotten the signs wrong.”  But the Magi did not allow the fact that they were alone in their vision to stop them.  Instead they stuck with their conviction that God was doing something special through this child.  And this too is a good warning for us.  We cannot assume that everyone else will see what we see.  Just because others do not have the same sense of God working in our midst does not mean it is not true.  We can be thrown off course when we think, “Surely if God was working in this way everyone else would know it.”  God has a real history of doing things in secret, and God also has a habit of revealing the plan to only a few folks.  Sometimes we have to dare to believe that God is doing something amazing even when we are the only ones who see it.  Sometimes following our call can put us out of step with those around us.  At times we might even appear to be a little bit crazy because we are following God’s call.  The Magi must have felt like they were crazy when no one else seemed excited about the coming of Jesus.  But they trusted what they saw in the stars and continued in their search to find the newborn king.
To me, one of the best parts of the this story is that even though the Magi go off course and almost mess up the whole plan, God still works it out for them to finish their journey.  Despite their detour, soon enough the Magi are back on the road down to Bethlehem.  At the end of their journey these Magi do find their way to the king of the Jews, but along the way they discover that all their assumptions about him are wrong.  They came looking for a great king in the capitol city, but they found this king living in a simple house in a small town.  They assumed all the people of Israel would be rejoicing in the birth of their king, but they discover only Mary and Joseph have any idea how important this child is.  The Magi did find a king, but not the one they were looking for.  
It took them a long time to make it to Bethlehem, but these Magi from the East did eventually have their epiphany, they got to worship the son of God.  Despite all the twists and turns in their journey they never wavered from their belief that God was going to do something amazing through this child.  And they had the courage to follow their journey until it was completed.  This story of Epiphany reminds all of us that we too are being called to follow where God leads.  May we have the wisdom of these Magi to recognize God at work in our midst and may God give us their courage to follow our path all the way to the end.  Amen.   
