
 
  
   

 The name grabs you right away: Ultima Thule. It means, “The highest degree 
attainable;” “the farthest point;” “the limit of any journey.”  
 
 It was the name given to an object, dim in the strongest telescopes, on the furthest 
edge of our solar system, four billion miles away. New Horizons, a craft launched in 
2006, had done its most recent flyby of Pluto in 2015, and then set its sights for Ultima 
Thule, the farthest point, the limit of any journey.  
 
 Ultima Thule was small, and given its distance, was not well-lit from our sun. The 
tiny craft had only so many thrusters it could deploy, so it was urgent that the team try to 
determine the precise location. They did this by focusing on a star in the field of sight, 
waiting to see if it dimmed as Ultima Thule crossed its sight-line. Sure enough, it 
dimmed, and the team leapt to its feet in jubilation and set the spacecraft on its course in 
the dark, hoping beyond hope it would get close enough to fly by and send back photos. 
 
 The farthest point, the limit of any journey, the highest degree attainable. You 
could see the sense of those words in the expectant eyes of the scientists in the room, 
waiting for the star to flicker. 
 
 The magi are star-watchers. Some suggest they may be ancient Persian 
Zoroastrians; others that they are the equivalent of sorcerers or astrologers. The Greek 
word is “magoi,” and its where we get the word “magician.” No matter their technical 
name, they are clearly star-gazers, looking for signs in the night sky that the world is 
about to turn. 
 
 How does that work, I wonder, in the old days? You have your charts perhaps, the 
ancient equivalent of a map of the known universe above. You wait for, what exactly? 
Something different? A new star? Out of the sameness of the sky night after night a 
sudden newness? A sign that perhaps there was a farthest point, a limit to any journey? 
And so those ones from the east travel a distant journey to the west, a shot in the dark, 
guided by a single light in the night sky. 
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 The people who watched and guided the New Horizons spacecraft through the 
Kuyper asteroid belt said that the ship, traveling at 38,000 miles per hour, if it was struck 
by something as small as a grain of rice, the rice would act like a bullet going through it 
and destroy it. What a fragile and vulnerable journey it is to the limit, to the farthest 
point. 
 
 The star-watchers are guided to the steps of King Herod, seemingly oblivious to 
who he is or what the consequences will be of their question to him: “Where is the one 
who is to be born the king of the Jews?” You would imagine Herod might say, “You’re 
speaking to the king of the Jews,” but he is far too sinister for that, far too calculating, 
and, it must be said, far too frightened. Not only is he frightened, Matthew says, but all of 
Jerusalem with him.  
 
 Once he’s calmed down enough to think, he summons those who can figure out 
where the Messiah is to be born, and when they announce Bethlehem, the City of David, 
Herod sends the magi off with a request to bring him word that he too may bring him 
homage. Their journey just became much more dangerous, even though they do not yet 
realize it.  
 
 If you want to know how significant and threatening something is to the powers-
that-be, watch how they respond. Herods, then and now, want to remain in power, at any 
cost. A baby born in the city of David who has somehow managed to draw magi from the 
east bearing gifts sets the entire power establishment in Jerusalem trembling, and will 
soon unleash Herod in a murderous rage in which he slaughters all infants two years old 
and younger. All of this for a baby, born in obscurity. 
 
 But that’s what happens when the world begins to turn. Mary had sung about it 
over in Luke’s Gospel: “My soul magnifies the Lord and my spirit rejoices in God my 
Savior…God has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts…God has brought 
down the powerful from their thrones and lifted up the lowly...” Her song is rendered in 
poetry in the modern hymn, “The Canticle of the Turning:”  
 
    Your very name puts the proud to shame, 
    And to those who would for you yearn, 
    You will show your might, put the strong to flight, 
    For the world is about to turn. 
    Let the king beware, for your justice tears 
    Every tyrant from his throne. 
    My heart shall sing of the day you bring. 
    Let the fires of your justicve burn. 



   Wipe away all tears, for the dawn draws near, 
   And the world is about to turn. 
 
 There was a kind of hubris to the name the scientists gave to the little snowman-
shaped object, only twenty-one miles in length, out at the edge of our solar system. 
Surely, they know Ultima Thule is not the limit, is not the limit of the journey or the 
farthest point. There’s a whole universe just beyond the edge of what New Horizons flew 
by, a horizon more vast than any little ship can traverse. Maybe they did realize it, 
though. Maybe they meant that, for this ship, at this time, Ultima Thule really is Ultima 
Thule - all we can do, the farthest we can probe.  
 
 But not the Magi. They realize the place their star is leading them is the farthest 
point. Their gifts befit the One who is the Alpha and Omega, the first and the last, the 
beginning and the end. Mary’s song is an Advent song, a song of waiting for the world to 
turn. Notice Mary’s silence in this text, Joseph’s almost invisibility. Neither of them 
speak, because we are not in Advent anymore. It is Epiphany, and what has dawned with 
the star, what draws kings to its light, what sets the Herods of the world trembling is a 
turning world, the Alpha and Omega, bathed in new starlight.  
 
 These first days of January are a season of resolutions. I recently heard someone 
say they were not doing resolutions, because the very word itself sets them up for failure. 
Rather, she said, she was making some “intentions.” I like that, and I’ve never been good 
at resolutions (if I was I’d weigh 160 pounds and have six-pack abs).  
 
 These first days of January in the church invite us to set our intentions. May I 
suggest these? Become a magi. Go into your observatory and look for those places where 
God is turning the world. Notice those places where the proud are being put to flight and 
the lowly are being raised. Notice those places where the hungry mouths are being fed. 
Notice those places where we weep with those who weep and laugh with those who 
laugh. Notice those places where the Word of God studied and lived is bringing life. All 
around us, the world is turning. This is the promise, the good news, of Epiphany.  
 
 There’s a second part to our intention, to becoming magi. Once we see it, once we 
see those star-lit places where the world is turn, let us follow, join in it joyfully, paying 
homage. To Christ alone, the Alpha and Omega, the beginning and end, the limit of our 
journey, be the glory. Amen. 
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