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Whenever we put on a Christmas pageant, most of the girls want to be Mary; but all the boys want to be the magi, the wise men, those whom we praise in We Three Kings of Orient Are.

I get it. I think the magi are tailor-made for modern America, for those of us who have never known anything but the age of the automobile and the wide open road, who came of age in a time when the “road trip” was synonymous with adventure and exploration. The road is part of modern American mythology – before Eisenhower and the expansion of the interstate highway system you got your kicks on Route 66, and then it was on to such icons as James Dean, that rebel without a cause on his motorcycle and, sadly, that Porsche Spider which was his last ride; then on to  Easy Rider in the ‘60s with Peter Fonda and Dennis Hopper cruising on their choppers, then Bruce Springsteen with his rock anthems of racing in the streets of Jersey, Thelma and Louise on their bad girl road trip, Luke Skywalker longing to flee the backwater of Tantoine in the hope of finding his destiny out on the intergalactic highway, and on and on. Deeply embedded in our collective psyche is the idea that it is out there, on the road, where we will not only escape what we find confining in our past, but also find what we are looking for. 

The magi rode on camels, not Harleys, but they were at heart seekers, on the road in search of the meaning of things. There is a longing at the heart of their journey, and even if they do not fully know what they are seeking, it is a longing that drives them to take a long and arduous journey in search of the answer. We might not favor the particular road they took – astrology – and we might be tempted to criticize then for that detour they took in stopping in Jerusalem, the center of wealth and power and glitz. And yet their search, which takes the shape it does because they have to work with the tools at hand – their background, their occupation, their life experiences, the hints and clues that are available – that search eventually leads them to the God of the Bible, whose definitive revelation is found not in the stars, and not in the palaces of the powerful, but in a baby born in a little nothing of a town called Bethlehem.

Many of us are not so different from those magi, for we have taken many roads in our lives, and there have been many a twist on those long and winding roads, many a seductive detour taken, many a brief rest stop that has turned into an over-extended stay. Like the magi, we have known the temptations and the pleasures and yes, the dangers of over-extended stays in our own Jerusalems. And like the magi, we have had to work with what we have had at hand – our own life experiences, our upbringing, the mentoring we may have had, the teachings that were passed on to us, our own particular emotional and spiritual make-up. 

And yet, for many of us, there has been that longing at the heart of our journeys, a spiritual thirst that has left us restless and unsatisfied, a quest for meaning where there was uncertainty and confusion, a nagging thought, even in the best of times, that there is something more. This longing takes different forms: a quest for authentic life and genuine community; a yearning for transcendence, for a meaning that reaches beyond the limits of the material world; a drive for truth, and love; a need for liberation from a crushing past, a thirst for salvation from what appears to be a dead-end future. And sometimes we simply have been unable to put our finger on what it is that is missing or that we want and need – we simply sense that there must be something else, something more.


And so we have journeyed and journeyed long. In an age when time is precious and we seem to have precious little of it, we have tried the express route, speed-reading through self-help spirituality texts, gulping down bite-sized chunks of Chicken Soup for the Soul, but finding out that this satisfies our hunger only temporarily, and we don’t seem to be getting much closer to the longed-for destination. Or we have tried taking the scenic route, the leisurely country lane that is comfortable and gives us a chance to chat with our fellow travelers and enjoy the scenery from the safety of climate-controlled sanctuaries, the only inconvenience being the need to keep averting our eyes from the scenes of pain, oppression and suffering that annoyingly keep creeping into view through tightly secured windows. Or we have hopped onto our own private dirt bikes, gunning off into the wilderness on our own, with little sense of faith tradition, or community, or covenantal responsibility, so without a map or proper bearings we would not know our destination even if by chance we happened upon it.

And still the longing is there, and for us, like the magi, the search goes on.

Which is where we come to the Good News. You see, these magi, for all their lack of Biblical background, for all their misguided attempts to come to the meaning of things, are by the grace of God brought into the presence of their salvation. They looked up for salvation and meaning, expecting to find it in the stars, but it was when they looked down that they found the goal of their seeking, the presence in a tiny manger of Emmanuel, God-With-Us. 

And so it is with us as well. It does not matter how you got here, by what road you came, or how long you spent on that detour elsewhere. You are here, you have been brought here by a God who works in and through you and your particular background and experiences, and you have looked down and seen the Christ, and you have welcomed Christmas into your heart. 
Or perhaps you are not yet there, but the Good News is still this for you – your journey is not in your hands alone. God is at work within you – not forcing you, no, that is not God’s way – but inviting you onward, and not just opening the door, but helping you to walk through it: setting stars in the heavens for you to follow, providing mentors in the most unlikely of places, laying down a host of clues for you to figure out and, in your own time and in your own way, to pursue. 

In that spirit, we have gifted you today with a star word.  The star word I received last year has remained here in the pulpit ever since, a reminder to me each time I am up here. That word is “Trust.” It has a reference to Psalm 13:5: “As for me, I trust in your unfailing love; my heart will rejoice when I am brought to safety.”

Looking back over the past year, a year in which I was diagnosed with and then began a long series of treatments for cancer, trust was one of the two words which sustained me through it all. 
The first word, of course, is “love”, a love incarnate in the caring of Christie, my family, our friends, and this amazing congregation, the unfailing love of a God who promises to be with us through all we might encounter. 
The second word, however, was “trust”. Trust that I was up to the challenge, that when needed I would suck it up and see it through. Trust that the dedicated and talented and compassionate doctors, nurses, and technicians at Dana Farber would bring all their skill and experience to the task of restoring me to health. Trust that I could leave my concerns for this congregation behind for the needed time, knowing that Christie would not just step into my shoes here but lead you onward in new ways. And trust in God, who promises that nothing can separate us from God’s love, as Paul writes in his Letter to the Romans: “For I am sure that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers,  nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.”
That star word was a continuing gift to me, helping me focus on what I needed to get through the treatments, recover my health, and pick up the reins here again.

Our hope is that your star word will be of similar use to you in the coming year, that it will speak to you in helpful ways, that it will open a new window into God’s love for you, and that it will speed you on your spiritual journey to your destined home with God. Amen. 
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