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 One good keystone habit is beginning with the end in sight. So, here is this sermon’s 
“So what?”—so what new skill or knowledge did you acquire in 2020 that you want to carry 
forward into the rest of your life? Please decide and hold on that thought because as Natalie 
Sleeth penned in Hymn of Promise, “In our end is our beginning, in our time infinity.” (#707, 
United Methodist Hymn, 1988) 

 My honest answer for the beginning of this sermon is my Zoom skills. Our Wisconsin 
Annual Conference already had a Zoom account back in 2019 when Rev. Barb Certa-Warner 
became our District Superintendent, but we used it rarely—mostly for subcommittee meetings 
to save money on mileage. With COVID-19 DS Barb made Zoom a primary tool for 
ministry.  

Now a weekly Zoom meeting DS Barb began as a trial is going to be ongoing even 
when we are all vaccinated: our district clergy weekly prayer and check-in meeting. Before 
March 2020, such a meeting in person would have taken a minimum of three hours, meeting 
time plus drive time plus socializing time. Now by using Zoom it takes an hour. You can set 
both an appointment before and an appointment after the weekly NW District Clergy 
Meeting—it has a proper name now—knowing you can get to that meeting on time. You can 
come wherever you are because you can be virtual wherever you are. Because we meet weekly, 
your district clergy we even had a great Zoom Christmas party to relieve our holiday stress!  

 Trivia games are extremely fun on Zoom they have a bit of a Jeopardy! quality to them in 
that the person who can type the correct answer into the chat function the fastest often wins. 
One would assume that a screen full of clergy would share the same knowledge of Bible trivia. 
This is not true. For example, in the district party this question was answered wrong by the 
fastest typist, “How many wise men were there?” Their response was based largely on the 
Christmas carol we sang today: three. Three is wrong on two counts. First, while we know they 
brought three gifts, we only know that there were two or more of them because the word in 
Greek is “Magi,” the plural of the singular “Magus” and both the source of our English word 
“magic.” Second, we do not know if they were all men. When Jesus was born “Magi” was (and 
still is) a gender-neutral word for Zoroastrian clergy, who can be both men and women. For 
your further reading, I did check my memory against first answers on Google but my problem 
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in not taking the point on “How many Wise Men were there? was that I type too slowly. So 
here are some things about Magi easily learned with Bible reading and a Google search.  

1. The lived-in modern-day Iran, formerly known as Persia. This is an area of the Near 
East that Rome never conquered. It is both where Daniel and the others were taken 
during the Babylonian captivity as well as the seat of power for the Empire that 
conquered Rome—not relevant to Bible history, but particularly important to the 
history of astronomy as a science.  

2. We do not know for certain that the Magi were nobility.  Generally, a source of income 
is associated with the ability to have an advanced education, but family wealth is not  
universal to all noted thinkers across time. Talented people, especially when they are 
noticed, can rise with opportunity from even the lowest classes of any culture. My 
overly educated guess is that when John Hopkins, Jr. wrote “We Three Kings” in 1857 
as New England pastor, he assumed things about education requiring both economic 
and gender privilege that were certainly true in his setting, but not always. But we 
should be grateful for his fun to sing song keeping the memory and the devotion of the 
Magi alive for us.   

3. Likewise, we do not know if the were all men. It is highly probable their daughters and 
wives were among their group, especially as they went to visit the promised Christ.  

4. We do know that they studied the stars when astronomy (star naming) and astrology 
(stars speaking) were still the same discipline.  

Last month, on the 21st we had the possibility of seeing the Great Conjunction of 
Jupiter and Saturn. If clouds were in our way, we could use the internet. The Magi probably 
saw a Great Conjunction in their study of the stars. In the scientific understanding the Magi 
shared with the ancient Greeks, some stars wandered and were named planets. When the 
telescope was invented in the late 16th century it was scientifically confirmed that stars and 
planets are different celestial bodies, one making light and the other reflecting light. While 
Jupiter and Saturn have a conjunction every twenty years, it is rare that they line up with 
Earth such that it appears to the naked human eye that the two planets become one visible 
star.  

The last time they were as close as they were last month was 1623, when astronomy 
and astrology still joined as disciplines in western Europe. Then one studied the stars to 
study the hand of God. Not only that, but astronomers/astrologers had telescopes for the 
first time to view the Great Conjunction. One, Johannes Keppler, is remembered in 
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freshman college astronomy textbooks and classes1 for first describing in writing the Laws 
of Planetary Motion. Kepler was the first recorded scientist to wonder if the Great 
Conjunction could have bee the Star of Bethlehem. According to Neil deGrasse Tyson on 
PBS’s Nova, Kepler and his peers had access to and were reading texts from the Babylonian 
empire. These texts were available because their libraries had not been burned by the 
Roman Empire. (See last week’s sermon.)   

So far this sermon is a short lecture. So, what about this sermon’s “So what?” “What 
new skill or knowledge did you acquire in 2020 that you want to carry forward into the rest 
of your life?” Hold on, “so what” is the end of a sermon and we are at the middle now. 

Today, my hope is that you learned some key details about both the Magi and Bible 
reading. They were students of the stars, interested in both astronomy (star naming) and 
astrology (star meaning). Assuming what the Magi saw was the Great Conjunction, 
Matthew has given us a precise date (if we use Kepler’s Law and do the math) for when 
Christ was born. Matthew has also given us some important history about the impact of 
angry Roman emperors on people they tried to conquer, a short lecture for next year.   

All scholars of all subjects share the habit of studying. And it is not just so they can win 
trivia contests at a Zoom party, although that is a lovely side benefit. The habit of studying 
is a joy that helps us master both our vocations and our avocations. Some of our members 
are engineers who are students of adhesives or filters, but they are also students of 
agriculture and the Bible. Others have a passion for baking, their study leads to mastery 
that serves and can help us understand both science and other cultures. There is nothing in 
human endeavor where study is not beneficial, but no one person can study all things. 

Like the Magi, the best Bible readers in the Church have the habit of study based in a 
passion to know the word of God better. They are scholars, pastors, and lay people who all 
take their faith seriously enough to keep studying even without a class meeting to attend. 
They read daily. They read the Bible. They read books about the Bible. They watch 
documentaries related to the Bible and its setting. These wise Christians are open to new 
information leading to a change in their living.  

For me, that was a Saturday lecture in the early 1990’s by Rev. Dr. William Willimoni 
on the Magi when I first learned they came Israel from Iran. It was during George H. W. 
Bush’s presidency and Dessert Storm (August 1990 to February 1991) was either ongoing 
or just the year before. Either way it was shocking to think of Iranians coming west to see 
the Christ. It did not occur to me as I went to hear him, that Dr. Willimon’s information 

                                         
1 I took astronomy as a graduating senior for my BS science distribution requirement. My 
history habits were firmly in place by then. 
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would challenge how I live. I heard his lecture at an adult education forum at Hennepin 
Avenue UMC when I had two babies in diapers and was a full-time homemaker. Saturday 
was my day for learning and John’s day to be primary parent of our sons.  

The next morning, Dr. Willimon put this information into a sermon. That sermon’s 
“so what” was “If Iranians honored the Christ child, how then should we treat Iranians?”  

While the way I first heard the question made me think Dr. Willimon was asking a new 
question, it was not a new question at all. Thirty years of Bible study has taught me his 
question it is the “so what” question of both Matthew’s gospel and Paul’s epistles. It is a 
question whose answer only the habit of study reveals. The answer key is in reading with 
Jesus’ teaching first in your mind: “Love God and because you love God, love your 
neighbor.” From my studio study Bible, the New Revised Standard Translation, here is 
what Paul wrote to the Ephesians, 

“In former generations this mystery was not made known in humankind, as it has now 
been revealed to his holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit: that is the Gentiles have 
become fellow heirs, members of the same body and sharers in the promise in Christ 
Jesus through the gospel.” (Ephesians 3:5-6) 

 We do not study to win trivia games, although we may play trivia games to encourage 
the habit of study. The key reason Matthew reported the Magi’s visit to Christ in detail was 
to encourage us to behave both like the Magi and like Joseph and Mary who welcomed 
them. As readers, we are discouraged to act like King Herod by protecting our self-
interests. We are invited to join the Magi in seeking the Christ, and to join Christ with 
Joseph and Mary in welcoming strangers from other places.  

 The story of the Magi has enough inspiration for several lectures, three sermons and a 
resolution.  

1. How will you be more like a Magi this coming year? Will you study like a Magi to 
help your faith grow?  

2. Will you be willing to be a guest for Christ? Will you be generous and share your 
blessings with another family in difficult times?  

3. What skill has grown in your 2020 that you will carry as a gift for Christ’s benefit 
into 2021?  

4. And one unique to each of us. For me, how can I take my 2020 Zoom skills and 
give them to Christ for ministry in 2021? 

 Amen.  
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i Willimon was then the Dean of the Chapel and Professor of Homiletics at Duke University and on tour 
promoting his book Resident Aliens. He is now a retired bishop of The United Methodist Church.  


