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Sermon, St. David’s Episcopal Church, 1/5/2019, Christmas 2A (Matthew White) 

 

Another year has come around.  It’s time for all those New Year resolutions that we will modify 

and scale back by the time Valentine’s Day comes around and we’ll have totally abandoned by 

March.  You know exactly what I mean! 

When I was 20, people who were 40 or 60 or 80 used to tell me that time moved faster as you got 

older.  I had no idea what they meant then.  Now that I have been dragged kicking and screaming 

from young adulthood to mid-life, I know exactly what they meant.  And the coming of the new 

year seems more significant to me now than it used to.  On one hand, yes, it’s just another date 

on the calendar.  On the other hand, we are people bound by time, and aware of its passing, so 

moments like the new year are significant. 

With our New Year’s resolutions, which we almost always fail at, we look forward to the coming 

year.  But this is also time to take stock of the past year, and in many ways it hasn’t been an easy 

one. Our country remains politically divided in an extraordinary way.  Violence remains a 

scourge on our society.  Too many of our neighbors remain in poverty or on the edge of poverty.  

Too many deep divisions along racial and ethnic and cultural lines remain to be healed.  Perhaps 

most distressing, in the week after Christmas, when we celebrated the birth of a Jewish child 

over 2000 years ago, we saw the scourge of antisemitism raise its ugly head with a horrific 

assault on the home of a New York rabbi during the festival of Hanukkah.  And in the past days, 

we also saw another shooting at a church in Texas, as well as our nation potentially moving into 

greater conflict in the Middle East. 

And yet a new year is here.  It’s time for new beginnings, a new journey.  How appropriate then 

that our reading from the Gospel of Matthew is about a journey – the journey of the magi or wise 

men to find Jesus.  What I am pondering today is what this journey may have to say to us about 

our own journeys in the coming year. 

In my last few sermons, I’ve made a distinction between what we know from scripture and what 

we learn from Christian legends.  That’s relevant again here today.  For example, our Gospel 

doesn’t say how many wise men or magi there were.  We get the idea of “three wise men” from 

later Christian legends. 

What the Gospel does tells us is that the wise men are from the East.  Most scholars today would 

say the reference is most likely to Persia, or modern-day Iran (and yes, I understand the irony 

that I was writing this sermon and talking about Iran before everything that happened the past 

few days).  To get back to the scripture today though, the word that is used – magus, plural magi 

– would probably be a reference to priests of the ancient Persian religion of Zoroastrianism. 

What I want to do today is highlight three lessons that I think we can learn from the magi or wise 

men and their journey to Bethlehem. 
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The first lesson I think we can take is that the wise men had the courage to take action.  They had 

the courage to begin what must have been an arduous and perhaps dangerous journey in pursuit 

of something they thought was important. 

Now getting ready for this sermon, I spent some time consulting some very scholarly sources, 

namely Google maps and Wikipedia.  I was able to generate a map of directions from modern-

day Teheran, in Iran, to Jerusalem, which showed a distance of about 1200 miles. 

And then from Wikipedia, I learned that a well-rested camel can travel about 80 to 120 miles in a 

day.  So if we imagine the magi walking and riding camels, this was an immense journey.  To 

give you a sense, it would take 23 hours to drive the distance – so we would be talking about 

weeks and weeks of arduous travel. 

It is true that the magi were, as the other term puts it, “wise men.”  They obviously had great 

knowledge about the stars and connected the movements of the heavens to their own religious 

beliefs.  But if that is all they were, the magi would never have made it into our Gospel story.  

They were not just content to be “wise men.”  They were also people of action, who were 

pursuing a goal they thought was important.  And yes, as the saying goes, even a journey of 1200 

miles begins with a single step. 

So what I want to suggest today, for all of us, is that rather than making overly ambitious New 

Year’s resolutions, we might think about this as a moment for just beginning something good.  I 

want to encourage everyone here – including me – to use January as a moment to start something 

good for our physical, emotional, or spiritual health.  What we do regularly tends to turn into a 

habit, and habits tend to be what form our character as human beings.  So let’s try to take the first 

step that might help us begin a habit of walking 15 or 20 minutes a day.  Or let’s begin to take an 

extra 10 minutes at the start or the end of the day to spend a little dedicated time in prayer.  Or 

let’s start this week to have an extra family meal all together at the kitchen table.   

Or maybe it is time to begin removing some things from our lives that aren’t healthy, like 

quitting smoking or cutting down on alcohol consumption or junk food.  Now let’s not make 

promises that we won’t have any chips the rest of the year.  Let’s just try to see what it is like to 

live through January 6 without chips, or cigarettes, or whatever it is that is holding us back from 

being our happiest and healthiest selves.  The lesson I think we can take from the wise men is 

that they didn’t freak out about their plans or project them, too far in the future.  As Nike would 

put it, they just did it. 

If the wise men had focused on the huge length of their 1200 mile journey, it would have been 

incredibly daunting and they might never have started. They succeeded because they took that 

first step, and then the next, and the next.  They knew what it was to live one day at a time, and 

that led them to a stable in Bethlehem.  There’s a little poem I learned in my 12-step group.  

“Mile by mile, life’s a trial.  Yard by yard, it’s not so hard.  Inch by inch, life’s a cinch.”  It’s not 

a great poem, but it is something that I think the wise men knew very well. 
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Speaking of coming to a stable in Bethlehem, here’s a second lesson that we can take from the 

magi today.  They were willing to look for God in unexpected places. 

Now, to be sure, our Gospel story shows that their first stop was exactly where you might expect 

to find a king – in the center of power in Jerusalem.  But King Herod, the puppet ruler propped 

up by the Roman occupiers, clearly was not the king they were seeking.   

So, the wise men proved they were wise by doing something that most men don’t like to do very 

much – they asked for help, and more specifically, they asked for directions! 

And the directions they received must have seemed pretty strange.  To find this king whose birth 

was so important that it was heralded by the stars in the sky, they had to travel not to the teeming 

crowds of Jerusalem but to a small town in what is today part of the West Bank in Palestine. 

Matthew doesn’t include Luke’s tradition of Jesus being born in a stable, so we don’t know 

exactly where the magi encountered Jesus and Mary.  The text just speaks of the “place” where 

the child was.  What I think we can be sure of, though, is that wherever the visit took place, it 

was no royal palace where you would expect to find a king.  And yet the magi trusted that this 

surprising journey had taken them to the right place, and they offered the finest gifts they could 

bring – gold, which was as valuable then as it is now; frankincense, an expensive dried sap that 

was used both for religious and medicinal purposes; and myrrh, a resin that was used for similar 

purposes.  These were valuable, precious gifts, laid down against the humble floor of whatever 

dwelling it may have been where the wise men found the baby Jesus and his mother. 

Something we can all be sure of is that our God is a God of surprises.  Who could have imagined 

the savior of the world being born in the tiny town of Bethlehem?  Who could have imagined 

magi travelling over a thousand miles to lay the most precious of gifts at the feet of an ordinary 

child of an ordinary Jewish mother?   

Something we can all be sure of is that God has surprises in store for each of us in the coming 

year.  I hope we can all be ready to meet God in unexpected places and unexpected moments.  

We will have unexpected joys and unexpected challenges in the coming year.  Through it all, I 

hope we can find God’s grace waiting to meet us and encourage us along our path. 

 

The third lesson that we can take from the magi is closely related to the second.  The magi 

remain open to where God may be leading them, even when their plans have to change. 

When the magi got to Jerusalem, King Herod pretended to be very helpful.  He encouraged the 

wise men to travel to find this new king they were seeking and then to return to give him an 

update. 

Of course, we know from the rest of the story in Matthew’s Gospel that Herod was being 

deceptive and hatching a plan to destroy any threats to his power.  After all, Herod was being 

propped up as the Roman Empire’s own King of the Jews. 
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It’s an exciting scene, then, sort of a first century version of a thriller novel.  Will the magi go 

back to Herod? Is Jesus’ life going to be cut off before it has even really begun? 

In the end, though, the magi remain open to the leading of God’s spirit.  In fact, God sends a 

dream to warn the magi that they should go home in a different way, without returning to Herod.  

Herod and the Romans have all the power, but God is really the one in charge of history.  

And so the magi go back by a different path.  They once again pursue an unexpected journey 

based on being open to where God is leading them.  

How can we be open to God when God takes us in a direction we don’t expect? 

 

If I can speak very personally today, this is a question I find myself facing right now.  When I 

was accepted as a postulant by the bishop and commission on ministry, I knew I was entering a 

new phase of my Christian journey.  What I didn’t realize was that, partially because of my 

previous seminary training, things would start moving a little faster than any of us really 

expected.  So next week I will start my first weekend of Deacons School and I have already been 

busy over Christmas break working on assignments and papers.  In a sense I have already started 

the formal part of my formation for ordination. 

In a few weeks, I will also be starting an internship as a postulant at St. John’s parish in Chester.  

Now, thanks to Father Dale over St. John’s at Chester being flexible, I’ll still be able to be here 

to preach once a month and to continue my work on our newcomer ministry.  But having already 

done an internship at another parish during seminary, I remember that it was very hard.  It was 

hard often worshipping apart from my family.  It was also really hard not getting to come and see 

all of you every week. 

Even deeper in my heart is the bigger implication of this new stage in my journey.  Assuming 

that all goes well with my formation – and by no means am I assuming that – but if it does, the 

time will come, not so long from now, when my call to ordained ministry will mean that I will 

have to say goodbye to all of you, and carry out my calling in another place, with another 

community of Christians.  And that is hard to consider.  It breaks my heart, a little bit, to think 

about it too much.  After all, this has been the place that has defined me as a Christian.  Brittney 

and I came here almost seven years ago.  Our time at this church is almost coterminous with the 

family we have built togther, and our family life has been integrally related to our time here.  

You all, not to state it too strongly, have changed my life and shaped all that I am as a Christian.  

I owe everything that I have become to you here.   And the family we have built has been both 

parallel to and part of our experience of the loving Christian community we found here at St. 

David’s. 

I honestly wonder – can I be what I am supposed to be apart from you?  You all have changed 

my life.  I came here seeking, and yearning, and lost – and I found Jesus, in a place I didn’t 

expect, not so different from the way the magi found Jesus in an unexpected place…  
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So. I need your prayers and your love and support.  I’m stepping out, like the magi, on an 

unexpected journey.  I don’t know where it will take me, but I trust that God is leading all of us 

to where we should be.  That’s the mystery of a God who loves us and knows us even better than 

we know ourselves. 

 My prayer today, for me and for each of you, is that we can follow the lessons that we learn 

from the magi, from the three wise men.  Let’s have the courage to begin the journeys God is 

calling us to, even when they lead us to unexpected places.  Let’s leave ourselves open to the 

things God is calling us to, even when those things may surprise us.   Because no matter where 

we go, we will find our God there, waiting for us. 

 

 


