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“And having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own country by 

another road.” 

 

I am a creature of simplicity and habit when it comes to travel. In the days before we had GPS in 

our cars or on our phones, I always had the most up-to-date atlas in the car with me. Before a 

lengthy vacation or trip, I would map out my travel to my destination and follow the same route 

back home when we were done. 

 

My grandfather, a long-time AAA member, introduced me to the trip-tick. Do you remember 

those? They were wonderful! The printed maps to your destination would be bound together so 

that you could simply flip from one part of the map to another. If you opened up the page more, 

you might see a local map of the city that you were passing through. 

 

In any case, when I travelled, I always appreciated that the shortest distance between two points 

was a straight line. Veering off the path can get you lost, right? Well, that is, until you hit 

construction, a road stoppage due to an accident, rush hour, or a detour. At that point, it may be 

the shortest distance, but not necessarily the fastest route, so you wonder about the greater risk.  

That’s where my father would often give two or three options which left my head spinning 

because he often knew the roads better than I did. I’d find myself saying, “Just tell me which 

way to go!” 

 

Now that I have GPS on my phone, I love the real-time traffic updates so that I can decide to 

take a different route even before I get on the road. Or if traffic seems to be slowing down 

because of an unexpected delay, I can hop off the expressway at one exit and jump back on 

somewhere else.  Yet to this day, Dad still prefers what he knows in his head about the roads 

throughout the area. 
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The magi, on the other hand, didn’t follow a well-worn path to find the toddler Jesus about two 

years after his birth. They were astrologers, most likely Persians of the Zoroastrian faith, that 

noticed a new star in the sky and followed it towards Jerusalem to find one that they heard would 

be born “the king of the Jews.” While we know that stars guided people in the past, we don’t 

tend to look up to the heavens and follow the stars today to find our way, do we? 

 

For the people of that time, however, stars were key to survival. Changes in the sky at night 

could bring hope or be a sign of something ominous about to happen. 

 

On January 6, we celebrate the Christian festival of Epiphany. On the twelfth day following 

Christmas, we celebrate the arrival of the magi. It’s also the day by which most of us take down 

all of our Christmas decorations and put them back in their boxes for another year. Just out of 

curiosity, how many of you take down your tree right after Christmas? How many wait until 

Epiphany? 

 

When Epiphany doesn’t fall on a Sunday, it’s easy for us to just pass it by on our way to Lent 

and Easter. Yet, it’s precisely the arrival of the magi that reminds us that Jesus, the Messiah, 

didn’t just come for a particular people, but for the whole world. 

 

In fact, the word for “magi” didn’t simply mean “wise men” or “kings,” but would later come to 

mean “sorcerers.” There was something magical about magi and about their arrival in Jerusalem.  

These stargazing astrologers were Gentiles who would be exactly the type of people that faithful 

Jews should avoid. Jews were taught to stay away from stargazing astrologers and sorcerers.  

Astrologers were not like the prophets; they were fortune tellers. Connecting with the likes of the 

magi would be offensive to God because they seeking answers and comfort from someplace 

other than God. So why would the magi even come to see the one who had come to be born 

“king of the Jews”? 

 

When they arrived in Jerusalem for a pit stop, however, they found themselves in the company of 

King Herod, the earthly king of the Jewish people. He was actually a puppet for Rome that kept 

the peace among the people of the area. He was given power by Rome to keep the people in line. 

And he used it for his own selfish interests. 

 

While there was a different Herod in office here than at the time of Jesus’ death and resurrection, 

the family of Herods were known for their selfishness, their hold on power, and their brutality.  

Josephus, the ancient historian, tells the story of how Herod had commanded that at the time of 

his own death, all of the elite of Jerusalem should be summoned to the Hippodrome and locked 

inside its gates so that they may be executed. That way, there would be mourning throughout the 

area and it would look like everyone was mourning his death. If you thought the astrological 

magi were dangerous, they had nothing on Herod. The orders were not carried out, but 

nonetheless, you get the idea of who these kings were.  

 

When the magi shared why they were there and how they had arrived by following the star of 

this new king at its rising, Herod and “all of Jerusalem” is troubled. The only king this could be 

referring to would be the “Messiah,” the “anointed one.” Herod knew about the prophesies of the 

Messiah. This could spell trouble for him and the power that he held. While the astrologers saw 
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the star as a sign of hope and birth, Herod saw the star, along with all of Jerusalem, as bending 

towards something much more ominous. So he asks the magi to return when they have found this 

new king after pointing them in the direction of Bethlehem at the advice of his own religious 

scholars. 

 

The magi journey on towards Bethlehem and find the child along with his parents in a house.  

That’s how we know some time has now passed. They are no longer in the cave on the hillside.  

They have made their home in Bethlehem. The magi offer their gifts of gold, frankincense, and 

myrrh whose significance we sing about in “We Three Kings.” And when they are done, they 

return home by another road, having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod. 

 

Out of all the pieces of the Christmas story, this one intrigues me the most. Throughout the rest 

of the Christmas story, God is mentioned over and over again. An angel of the Lord appears to 

Joseph, Mary, and others. God’s presence is mentioned. God’s words are spoken through the 

angels. Time and time again, God’s name is shared within the story. Here, however, the magi are 

simply guided by a new star in the sky. There is no mention of God. They have a dream, but 

even there, God is not mentioned. 

 

Yet, God is somehow involved in bringing these Gentiles to experience God’s very presence in 

Jesus Christ. Who hangs the stars in the sky? Who speaks in the dreams of magi? Who is seen in 

the eyes of an infant? Certainly, it is God who is control of this story and not Herod who tries to 

control everything. And God, the God of the Jewish people, had come for all the people of the 

earth. It’s the visit of the magi that proclaim that this gift of God’s presence is for you and for 

me, friends. 

 

And it’s the gifts of these magi that most likely funded the flight of the family to the safety of 

Egypt until after this Herod’s passing. The one who had come for the world would be a refugee 

in the land of Gentiles, the land from which the people had been freed. 

 

It is only on reflecting on the story that we can see God at work among these Gentiles who might 

not have even known of God by name. Yet, God is reaching out to them and guiding them all 

along the way. Have there ever been times in your life where you’ve experienced that, as well?  

You are wondering where God is and it’s only on looking back that you see the one who was 

with you all along the way? 

 

When I hear people asking what God does with all of the people of our world born outside of the 

Christian faith, I cannot help but think of how the magi encountered God’s presence and made 

faith and hope accessible to all of us Gentiles to this very day. God stops at nothing to bring them 

from a distant land to experience that God is indeed with them, no matter where they began their 

journey. Shepherds came from the local field, but the magi come from the ends of the earth—

both brought by the God who has come for everyone. And the God who comes in the toddler, 

Jesus, is the one who is sent away in exile. The God who comes for us all becomes the refugee. 

   

The magi didn’t come and return home by the same road. Their lives had been changed not by a 

dream and a star, but by an encounter with God’s love made real for them; God’s presence made 
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real for them in Jesus. We, too, come to Jesus from a variety of backgrounds and stories. 

Sometimes, we don’t even know what we are looking for and God shows up. 

 

A little church in the eastside suburbs of Detroit loved me into the kingdom of God and to 

hearing a call to ministry by teaching me how to sing in the choir and sharing a place where I 

belonged. Some of you were raised in faith-based homes and have always known Jesus. Others 

of you met Jesus in your darkest moments when you had nowhere else to turn. 

 

Yet, each of us has met Jesus because God doesn’t give up on reaching out to all of humanity, 

for God longs for nothing more than to be with us. And whenever and however we meet the God 

who keeps reaching out to us in life’s journey, we discover the one who will not let us go home 

unchanged. 

 

The other day, I was gathering with the family of Bill and Miranda Burnett to celebrate Bill’s 

life. After the funeral, the family and I went to the cemetery for the committal. When we arrived 

at the grave, there was only one small problem: there was one vault, as there was supposed to be, 

but it wasn’t big enough for the urns of Miranda and Bill together. You can only imagine the 

feelings that might evoke in such a moment. 

 

We waited what seemed like forever for the staff to bring options of what might work. You can 

almost feel the difficulty of the moment, can’t you? This is the one time where everything should 

be perfect. When we finally were able to proceed, just as I was about to speak the words of our 

graveside rituals and prayers, about 20 deer started leaping and bounding out of nowhere right by 

us. 

 

It was one of those Epiphany miracles; a moment where many had lost a sense of peace, but 

suddenly found a sign of God’s presence. That’s what this season is about. It’s about opening our 

eyes to God’s presence and God’s love in our midst, to see the one who is constantly reaching 

out to us, and to be a sign for others of God who is constantly reaching out to them, as well. 

 

Our Church and Society team decided last year to help resettle five Afghan refugee families as 

they fled to the United States and found a home here in Michigan. Partnering with Samaritas, we 

agreed to help them by furnishing their homes. Since then, we’ve started looking at how many 

others we can help as they resettle here in Michigan. Some members donated warehouse space. 

Others donated furniture or cleaning supplies. One of our members was planning a trip back to 

her homeland in South Africa, but in light of Covid variants has decided to put it off for a while 

and instead has reinvested her funds in helping to get furniture and other necessities in their 

homes. The heart of Christmas is lived out among us, Church. 

 

Epiphany is the term we use to celebrate the visit of the magi, but at its heart it is the 

manifestation of divine in our midst. When we discover Jesus, we are forever changed…changed 

to manifest God’s love and God’s presence each and every day as we travel home by another 

road. Epiphany is not just a day, but a way of life for those who encounter Jesus, that leads others 

to him. 

 


