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I 
 Well have you caught your breath, and taken down your tree, and sent your visiting 
family back where they belong now?  The aftermath of Christmas can be for some a downer, 
missing the festivities and music and food and laughter, or for others a sigh of relief.  As I was 
driving home along Euclid Avenue last week I saw block after block of dried out brown trees 
cast along the roadside ready for the trash pick-up. Is that it? Is that all? 
 
 Is that the way we end our celebration, with simply a return to life as normal, or if we 
look to our Congress last week, sub-normal?  W.H. Auden captures some of the anticlimax at the 
end in his beautiful “Christmas Oratorio,” 
 

“Well, so that is that.  Now we must dismantle the tree, putting the decorations back into 
their cardboard boxes… Once again as in previous years we have seen the actual Vision 
and failed to do more than entertain it as an agreeable possibility, once again we have 
sent Him away, begging though to remain His disobedient servant.” 
 
For those who really hear the message of the angels, and See the Child, God incarnate 

Jesus the Christ ours is quite another expectation.  We are called, not to send Him away, but to 
embrace as was Israel of old something new,  

 
“Do not remember the former things, or consider the things of old.  I am about to do a 
new thing; now it springs forth, do you not perceive it?  I will make a way in the 
wilderness and rivers in the desert.”i 
 
With the Wise Men we are called to travel a new way home.  
 
 “Having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own country 
by another road.” 
 

 Today I invite you to travel along a new road in 2023. 
 
 Friends, here’s the thing, if the incredible inbreak of love, dreams, visions – choirs of 
angels, a bright new star, that occurred long ago on a quiet night in Bethlehem does not wake us 
up, shake us to the core, and cause us to travel and live our lives in a new direction, what will?  If 
our worship does not affect our ethics, if justification does not lead to sanctified, living, if the 
manger does not lead to a new manner of living, if we are not changed people  
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 after four weeks of Advent candles and Christmas Carols – then what are we doing in church 
anyway? 
 
 The wise men traveled home by a new way and so can we. 
 
 Christmas is not an annual trip down the nostalgia road.  Christmas is the announcement 
of a new beginning and an opportunity to travel down a new road and live a life that is truly life! 
 

II 
 On Christmas Eve we heard the astonishing news reach the least and lowest in the 
Shepherds.  On Epiphany we hear it reach the highest and farthest removed in the Wise Men.  
These are outsiders, these far beyond the sphere of Judaism and the little nation of Israel, far 
even beyond the sphere of the Roman Empire, these star gazers   represent wisdom seekers and 
planet observers from the Orient.  Many think they came from Persia, modern Iran, some say 
maybe even China.  Though no specific location is told us in their story.  The point is they were 
Gentiles – outsiders, non-Jews. 
 

And nothing about the story says they were working in the same country.  Maybe they 
each independently observed the star from a different country, and on their own set out with their 
retinue, only to converge together along the way following this new bright star.   In any case, 
these are utterly outsiders to whom God is yet able to communicate his Gift, first through a 
natural sign, then later through an understanding from Scripture.  The important thing, is at each 
step they acted upon what was revealed to them.  They saw the star and they saddled up. Now 
the gift of God is going far beyond the narrow confines of Israel and Judaism to the nations of 
the world.   
 
 Scripture tells us, “The heavens are telling the glory of God; and the firmament proclaims 
his handiwork.”ii By God’s power the star is altered in their courses by this humble birth so also 
lead these curious seekers first to the natural place for a Jewish King to be born, Jerusalem, 
where Herod the Great (who really was not so great) has been the regional ruler under Rome for 
almost 30 years.   
 
 Herod, in fact, is a dastardly power-hungry fearful tyrant who stopped at nothing to hold 
on to his little throne.  Already he had ordered two of his sons to be strangled, fearing a 
conspiracy, killed one of his wives, and at the time of Jesus’ birth killed over 300 public servants 
on other suspicions of conspiracy.   Herod was as jaded and slimy a low-rent politician as there 
was.  But he made a lasting name for himself through his vast building projects across Israel, 
Roman aqueducts, chariot race tracks, a vast temple plaza open air theatre, a deepened harbor at 
Caesarea -Phillipi, named for his son Philip.  He built his summer palace down into a mountain 
south of Jerusalem, and his fortress at Masada along the Dead Sea. These wonders of Roman 
construction you can see to this day if you visit Israel. Yes, Herod made a name for himself. But 
Christianity remember him most for his slaughter of the innocents. 
 
 Because these Wise Men arrived dripping with wealth and power they had no trouble 
gaining an audience.  It takes but a moment for them to determine this is not the King they are 
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looking for.  They ask him outright, “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.”iii 
 
 Hearing this Herod thinking – why I am King of the Jews, he and his court are terrified.  
Instantly he feels threatened, a rival king - so he calls for his court chaplains, his yes men, all the 
chief priests and scribes and asks, “Where is the Messiah to be born?”  They go search out their 
scriptures and report back, “Well there is this little bit here in the prophet Micah that says,  
 
 “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.”  But your majesty, 
they say, that has been there hundreds of years.  It is insignificant.  Don’t worry about it.   
 
 Herod does worry though. Not wanting to alert his court, he sends secretly for the Wise 
Men and asks for details about just when they first saw the star.  Then he sends they out to do his 
scouting work, thinking maybe they can get there under cover and learn just where the child is so 
he can descend with his soldiers and murder him, like he has done all the others who threatened 
him.  “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.” Some homage! 
 

III 
 Hearing the king they set out, and looking ahead went the star they had seen, they 
followed it on until it stopped at the house where the child was.  There they entered, and seeing 
the child, they knelt down and worshipped him, and offered him their costly strange gifts, gold, 
frankincense and myrrh.  They have arrived at the very Person the sign in the sky pointed them 
to, the one the scriptures foretold.   
 
 Notice it takes the interplay of both nature and revelation, the star and the scriptures, for 
the Good News to be fully revealed and received.  The Signs in the natural world and the 
understanding of the scriptures.  God who orders and guides the universe is able to cause a new 
star to appear and move these curious knowledgeable outsiders from their distant homes.  
Following, following they come seeking one they somehow know is the King of the Jews.  Yet it 
takes the explanation from scripture of the insiders, high priests and scribes, the religious 
scholars who maintained the tradition, to open the full truth to them.  Nature and Scripture 
together. 
 
 So, and this is so often how the Gospel unfolds, the outsiders who are seeking with only 
partial knowledge through signs in nature come to the child.  While the religious scholars, the 
insiders, who know the sacred texts, and are only six miles away from Bethlehem, remain 
completely oblivious.  They haven’t got a clue. Soren Kierkegaard asks, “Who had the more 
truth?  The three kings who followed a rumor or the scribes who remained sitting with all their 
knowledge?” 
 
 
 Armed with both natural signs that they follow, and scripture that they obey, the curious 
foreign star gazers come, with their gifts to the Gift of Gifts, and their immediate response is to 
kneel down in worship – “Til by faith I met him face to face, and I felt the wonder of his grace, 
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then I knew that he was more than a God who didn’t care, who lived away out there – now he 
walks beside me day by day.”  
 

IV 
That night, however, God wars them in a dream. Notice how prominent dreams are 

throughout the stories of Jesus’ birth. The dream tells them not to return to Herod, who only has 
diabolical intent, but go home by another alternate route.  Indeed, heartless Herod, discovering 
they have not come back his way, calls out his soldiers and sends them to slaughter all the male 
infants of Bethlehem two years old and under after Joseph had been warned in another dream to 
flee with Mary and the child to safety in Egypt. “This was to fulfill what had been spoken by the 
Lord through the prophets said, out of Egypt I have called my son.” 

 
 The response of the Wise Men and our response must be to go out and live our lives in a 
new direction by the light of what God has shone in sending Jesus.  We must not pack Christmas 
away and go back to business as usual.  We must go find a new way home.   
 
 I am wondering if you are sensing that God is leading you in a new way in this new year?  
We all are creatures of habit.  It is easier to stick with what we know and do what we’ve always 
done.  But the spreading light of Christ points us in some new ways.  I don’t know what that way 
is for you.  But I do know that if God can reach foreign astrologers and illiterate shepherds God 
can reach you.  He can and he will show you this new way.  He can show you what he wants you 
to do “I am about to do a new thig; now it springs forth, do you not perceive it?”   
 
 An old legend about St. Anthony tells how, in his search after holiness he discovered a 
cobbler who was more devout than he.  Asking him his secret, the cobbler said, “I have no secret, 
but I’ll tell you what I do.  I make shoes, and every shoe I make I make for Jesus Christ.” 
 
 With the death of Pope Emeritus Benedict on the last day of 2022 the church and world 
paused to remember this remarkable Christian leader.  Criticized relentlessly by the press for his 
conservativism and his inconsistency in responding to church scandals, he was yet a brilliant 
theologian. As a young priest Joseph Ratzinger was one of the progressive architects of Vatican 2, 
the council which updated the Roman Catholic Church from much of its medieval views.  As Pope, 
Benedict was known for thoughtfully uniting Faith and Reason.  In his beautiful encyclical on 
Hope he wrote, describing this gift of the Messiah, and this new way home. Listen:  
 

“St Gregory Nazianzen says that at the very moment when the Magi, guided by the star, 
adored Christ the new king, astrology came to an end, because the stars were now 
moving in the orbit determined by Christ.  This scene, in fact, overturns the world-view 
of that time, which in a different way has become fashionable once again today.  It is not 
the elemental spirits of the universe, the laws of matter, which ultimately govern the 
world and mankind, but a personal God governs the stars, that is, the universe; it is not 
the laws of matter and of evolution that have the final say, but reason, will, love – a 
Person.  And if we know this Person and he knows us, then truly the inexorable power of 
material elements no longer has the last word; we are not slaves of the universe and of its 
laws, we are free… Heaven is not empty. Life is not a simple product of laws and the 
randomness of matter, but within everything and at the same time above everything, there 



5 
 

is a personal will, there is a Spirit who in Jesus has revealed himself as Love… Faith 
dreams the future into the present… So now we must ask explicitly: is the Christian faith 
also for us today a life-changing and life-sustaining hope?”iv 

 
 In response to all God has done for us in Christ fulfilling all we have been waiting for all 
our lives what a wonderful opportunity is ours to step out into this new way home and live, really 
live into the full meaning of our baptism, and do whatever we do for Jesus Christ.   
 

“Whatever you do, in word or in deed, do all in the name of the Lord Jesus,  
giving thanks to God the Father, through him.” 
 
Amen. 

 
  
 
 
  
 

i Isaiah 43:18-19 
ii Psalm 19:1 
iii Mt. 2:2 
iv Pope Benedict XVI, Saved In Hope, p.16, 23, 28 
v. William Carl, Waiting for God A number of observations in this sermon are cooperated here 
vi Matthew 2:15 
vii William Carl ibid 

                                                      


