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This is the Sunday of the Christian year when we remember and celebrate the 
revelation of the divinity of the Christ child to the Magi, the learned travelers from 
the east who followed a star to the manger in Bethlehem. 

The Christmas story that we are fond of telling, and which we told right here on 
Christmas Eve, really sort of melts together the birth accounts of gospel-writers 
Luke and Matthew.  Luke’s narrative tells the story of the announcement of Jesus’ 
birth to the shepherds watching their flocks in the hills nearby, while Matthew has 
focused on the arrival of the wise men, which in all likelihood actually happened 
some days later.  But any nativity scene or Christmas pageant worth its salt has 
both, shepherds and wise men, side-by-side, worshipping the new-born King.  And 
that’s fine.  You have to admit that it does make for a much better story, and 
certainly makes for much better Christmas pageant.  But January 6th is the date on 
which the Magi were supposed to have found Jesus, and we historically celebrate 
the Sunday closest to that date as “Epiphany Sunday.”   

The journey of the Magi has always reminded me in a way of the first voyage of 
Christopher Columbus – in particular, of a joke about it that I heard years ago.  
“How was Christopher Columbus like the United States Government?”  The 
answer is that he didn’t know where he was going when he left, he didn’t know 
where he was when he got there, and he did it all with borrowed money.  I don’t 
know if the “borrowed money” part applies to the Magi, but the rest certainly does.  
They set off on a trip that they knew would be perilous – one that they had a sense 
would be cosmically important.  But they had no idea where they were going.  And 
when the star led them to a rather bizarre scene in a stable in Bethlehem, I’m sure 
they had their doubts about whether they had actually arrived. 

One of the reasons this is a popular story is that most of us can identify with the 
quest of the three Magi.  Whether people call themselves “religious,” or “spiritual,” 
or nothing at all, part of the human experience is searching for… something.  All 
people, I think, want life to be about something that transcends them – something 
that is ultimately, cosmically important.  Yet, we often have no sense of where 
we’re going, no idea where we’ll find it, whether we’re moving in the right direction, 
or if we’ll even know it when we get there. 

And I think these first spiritual seekers that Matthew describes today are right in 
sync with the modern ethos.  We live in a society today where people who have 
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more and more report themselves feeling less and less satisfied without really 
knowing why.  The feeling that somehow something important is missing from our 
lives seems to be most pronounced at times when our lives are disrupted.  9/11 
comes to mind as an event that awakened a period of social and personal 
introspection, and brought questions of meaning into stark relief for many people. 

To a greater or lesser extent, isn’t everyone here a seeker?  I think that everyone’s 
life is driven to some sort of ultimate fulfillment.  If asked, we would all describe 
very different reasons for our affiliation with church.  We may think we’ve come 
here to enjoy the fellowship of friends, to experience some familiar and somehow 
comforting ritual, and maybe to participate in our favorite form of charitable 
service.  But whether we are consciously aware of it or not, I think everyone’s 
attendance here bespeaks a hope that here is where we might find the thing that 
our souls yearn for at their deepest level. 

For the Magi, seeking was serious business.  It meant a real leap of faith – 
undertaking  a very long and dangerous journey, following a star.  But in this day 
and age the practice of seeking after the “Truth” has become far more user-
friendly.  There’s a church on every street corner.  Visit Amazon, and you will find 
hundreds of books about philosophy, spiritual growth, and self-improvement.   Surf 
the Web and you’ll find information on literally thousands of religions, sects, and 
spiritual programs.  Some are genuinely useful, some are benign, and some are 
misguided and dangerous.  But most promise the same thing: to help us discover 
the meaning that is missing from our lives.  

As Christians we say we believe, just as the wise men did, that the Truth was to be 
found lying in the trough from which the animals ate, in a small, dirty stable in 
Bethlehem.  And although we are religious in our annual remembrance of that 
event, we can still be as susceptible as anyone else to going to the stable for a 
visit once a year without the trip having much lasting impact on us.  The fact is that 
even people who deny their own spirituality, or may be negative about God, or 
religion in general, are likely to make their way into that stable at least once or 
twice in their lives.  There is nothing inherently important or life-changing about 
that.   

But then there is Epiphany.  And the challenge of Epiphany lies in our engaging 
the simple questions our visit to the stable provokes – in recognizing them as 
essential in our search for meaning.  When we gaze into the manger, just what is it 
that we believe we find there?  And how does that reality compel us to see the 
world differently?  How does it compel us to be different in the world, once the 
presents are all opened, the tree is taken down, and the decorations are all stored 
away for another year? 

You see, we can look in the face of Christ and see just a shining example of godly 
living, a moral instructor in the most exalted ways to live, or merely a human who’s 
striving toward God reached higher than any other human ever has.  And that’s 
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good, as far as it goes.  We can do no better than the example of Christ as a guide 
for living our lives.  But if that’s all we see – if there is no Epiphany – then the 
events of Christmas may be fun and emotionally uplifting, but they are no help at 
all in unveiling the mystery of just who we are, why we are here, and what is worth 
devoting our lives to.  And aren’t those the questions we ought to be asking? 

But our faith journeys are not just about being willing to ask questions, but about 
getting answers.  The story of the three Magi isn’t just about seeking.  It is about 
finding.  And there’s something else.  If seeking is to have any meaning at all, it 
ultimately has to be about opening ourselves to being changed by what we find. 

This transformational aspect is in today’s gospel lesson, but it’s sort of hidden in 
your pew translations.  In the New Revised Standard version we read from today, 
Matthew tells us that Herod had asked the Magi to come to him and tell him where 
he might find Jesus, but “they returned to their country by another route.” (Matthew 
2:12)   

But the Greek word hodos, translated as “route” here has a variety of meanings.  It 
can mean a physical road, or travel itinerary, or it can just mean “a way.”  And 
there’s a good example of this last meaning in the gospel of John.  Hodos is the 
word Jesus uses there when he says, “I am the way….” (John 14:6) This sense of 
the word is used in the story of the Magi in my favorite translation, the King James 
Bible. There it says the Magi returned to their country “another way.” 

Maybe when he wrote his gospel Matthew wasn’t telling us about the road they 
took home, but how the encounter with the Christ child changed them.  They came 
one way, and left another.  There are millions of stars in the sky, but only One star 
leads you in a particular way – a new way.  No one who looks into the manger, 
and sees the light, leaves the same way they came in.  For no one who has truly 
seen the Truth can go on living as if they haven’t. 

It’s hard to believe that it’s been barely a month since our family was decorating 
our Christmas tree, which now sits in the front yard, waiting for the Boy Scouts to 
turn it into mulch.  This afternoon’s activity will be taking the rest of the decorations 
down, and putting them back in storage.  This happens around Epiphany every 
year.   But we need to be careful if we think that means that Epiphany signals the 
end of something.  Because in truth, it is just the opposite.   

Epiphany is a beginning.  The story of the Magi – the message of Epiphany – is 
that we all come to the stable by different journeys, along roads and pathways that 
are uniquely our own.  But we all come seeking the light.  And once we have found 
it, the world can never look the same to us again.  When we have truly seen it, we 
can never be the same again.  And that’s a truth we must make sure never gets 
packed away in the attic with the manger, the Christmas lights, and the left-over 
candy canes. 


