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Matthew opens with the genealogy of Jesus.  From Abraham to all the way to Mary’s child, the gospel recites the heritage that gives Jesus the credentials he needs. Matthew wants to establish Jesus as the long-awaited Jewish Messiah. That is Chapter One of his gospel.

Chapter Two does quite the opposite. Here Matthew introduces us to characters with no connection whatsoever to Hebrew tradition, the Magi. They are Gentiles, astrologers from the east whose interests lie in the alignment of heavenly bodies. They watch the stars – and occasionally they follow them. 

The Magi are mystics who trust in the portents of the sky. When they see a new star in the east they conclude that the creator of the heavens is up to something. They follow the star. They pursue their dreams. They chase after their hopes. 

The Magi do not know the prophetic significance of Bethlehem, so when they arrive in the vicinity they go first to Jerusalem. They consult Herod the Great to learn where the one whom they seek might be found. The initial words spoken in the gospel are a simple question: “Where is the child?” Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews?

Herod assembles the religious authorities and asks them the same thing. Where is the child these foreigners seek? The king wants to know what the seers of old say about his coming. Herod is frightened, Matthew tells us, “and all Jerusalem with him.” The city is unnerved by the word of a new and rival king. 

The gospel will close the way it opens: years later, at the entry of Jesus into Jerusalem, once again the entire city is thrown into turmoil, with people asking, who is this? From start to finish, Jesus engenders questions and stirs up trouble – and we see it first in the visit of the Magi. Whether in their time or in ours, we all wonder with them: Where is he? When will we find him? Who is he? How will he change us?

On Epiphany – the 12th day of Christmas – the Church celebrates the arrival of the Magi in Bethlehem. Local traditions have grown up around the wise men; perhaps you have some in your own family. Throughout Latin America and Spain the visit of Los Reyes Magos is reenacted in town squares and neighborhoods. Orthodox Christians in the east hold grand processions to mark the coming of the Magi. In New Orleans people eat King Cake on Epiphany, hoping to be the one to bite into the tiny baby Jesus baked into the confection.

If the Magi do nothing else, they at least encourage us to stretch Christmas joy beyond December 25th and into the New Year. 

Peter Gomes says of the wise men, 

“They arrive as representatives of the exotic, the secular, the scientific world beyond that provincial little burgh of Bethlehem, and their arrival is a sign for us all… We love to see them at the manger for if we understand rightly who they are, they are very much like ourselves.” (Sermons [New York: Wm. Morrow and Co., 1998], p. 31)

In the visit of the Magi we learn that Jesus comes not only for the Hebrew people – that was Chapter One – but for all the nations: that is Chapter Two, and beyond. God’s love cannot and will not be contained by any one tribe. That is the good news of the gospel.

In the drama that unfolds in Bethlehem, the Magi are the poets and the dreamers – after all, they travel by the light of stars. Tradition has named them Gaspar, Melchior, and Balthazar.  They are night people, these three, making their way across the wilderness of old Palestine, following the dream of a new world to come.

I have always thought of the Magi as first-century versions of Don Quixote. These ancient Men of La Mancha set off – we think – from somewhere near Babylon to follow their hopes on what surely is an unrealistic quest. Yet off they go, under cover of darkness – because that is when those who move by the light of stars travel best.

When I served a congregation in San Francisco we started a monthly Jazz Vespers. We designed the service for musicians, which meant taking into account the schedules they keep. Jazz musicians, we soon learned, are nocturnal creatures. Like the wise men of old, they inhabit the hours when the light has gone and most of us are fast asleep. Our Vespers service was timed precisely to reach the musicians after they had gotten up and begun their days but before they had left for their nightly gigs. We gathered at the twilight hour, just as darkness was encroaching on the world. 

The Magi come trekking across the desert under the night sky like a jazz trio on tour.  I imagine them carrying their instruments, gigging their way across the ancient landscape, playing in towns en route, following the heavenly light as if in a dream. We know the Magi are not actual royalty; although if they are jazz musicians there might be a Duke or a Count – or even a King – among them. (Ellington, Basie, and Oliver, respectively!)

Poet Billy Collins mixes jazz and another member of the Christmas cast.


“Of all the questions you might want to ask


about angels,” he writes, “the only one you ever hear 


is how many can dance on the head of a pin.


…


It is designed to make us think in millions,


billions, to make us run out of numbers and collapse


into infinity, but perhaps the answer is simply one:


one female angel dancing alone in her stocking feet,


a small jazz combo working in the background.


She sways like a branch in the wind, her beautiful


eyes closed, and the tall thin bassist leans over 


to glance at his watch because she has been dancing


forever, and now it is very late, even for musicians.


(From Collins’ poem, Questions about Angels)

Like any good jazz players working late, the Magi know how to improvise. When Herod tries to trick them into revealing the whereabouts of the new king, they break off in a new direction, riffing their way out of Bethlehem by another road. 

Our band leader this morning, Westminster member Charlie DeVore, discovered the joy of New Orleans jazz as a young man, back in the 50’s. He was a northerner in New Orleans and did not understand the local rules. While making music one night in an African-American club, like the Magi in Bethlehem, Charlie was suddenly warned to leave by the back door. It was too late; he did not make it. Herod’s men burst into the club and arrested Charlie. The judge explained it to him later by saying, “We don’t mix cream in our coffee down here.” 

That did not stop the music – even though it happened a second time – as we hear this morning. 

The Magi learn the same thing in Bethlehem: the full life that God desires for all human beings threatens those in power and stirs up trouble. The wise men do not miss a beat: they make it out the back door. They must have sung all the way home about the child they had seen with their own eyes. 

Author Jessica Maxwell’s latest book, Roll around Heaven, takes its title from an old Jazz tune. It is the story of what she calls her “accidental spiritual adventure.” At one point, she asks a friend about Jesus. 

“Who is Jesus?” he replies. “I don’t ‘believe’ in him – I know him, because I’ve had the direct, personal experience of him. You don’t need to believe it’s hot when you’re standing out in hundred-degree weather, you just need to experience it.” (Roll Around Heaven [New York: Atria, 2009], p. 26)
That happens to the Magi: they experience Jesus, and it launches them in a new direction. Their quest is fulfilled in ways they could never have imagined, and they leave Bethlehem made utterly new.

Stargazing has its advantages, and imagination helps. Looking beyond ourselves into the heavens can lead us to see things on earth we might miss otherwise. The Magi peer through the stars into the heart of the universe, and they see the dawn of a new day. Epiphany wants us to see, by the light of the stars, the world God intends. We may need to do a little improvising to find our way there. 

Christian faith, when practiced well, is essentially quixotic. It seeks the impossible. It pursues lofty ideals for all of humankind. It wanders off into the night following a star, not knowing where it will lead. Faithful living combines the mysterious and the practical; it merges the hopes of the night with the reality of life in daylight. As in jazz, with our faith there is a line laid down that is clear, but the music can be heard and sung and played in any number of ways. God encourages us to improvise.

For too long, the Church and many of us who belong to it have not shown much agility. We have been slow to move to new rhythms and adapt to the changing world. Instead, we have wanted things to stay the same. And all the while we have watched life drain from our churches and from our hearts. Our faith has become listless. It takes passion to play good jazz; it takes a sense of urgency to live by the light of stars; it takes spirit – Holy Spirit – to live in this world as those who want to find and follow the child born in Bethlehem. 

That is where the magi come in. Like us, they, too, seek peace on earth and goodwill toward all. They, too, search for the dawn of a new day – and they find it in Bethlehem. They are willing to risk their lives to spread the news. They work by the light of stars, not by the dictates of power.

We could use some of that starlight ourselves. We who pursue impossible dreams need to replenish our inner life. We need to wander under the stars, to take in the quiet of the dark, to pray that God will show us that our hope is not in vain. 

The twelfth night of Christmas is almost upon us. The incarnation has happened. Jesus is among us. The stars have told us that God is on the move. 

Now it is ours to follow the beat, with nimble hearts and willing feet.


Thanks be to God.

Amen.

Great Prayer of Thanksgiving, 8:30am Douglas Mitchell

The Lord be with you.

And also with you.

Lift up your hearts.

We lift them to the Lord.

Let us give thanks to the Lord our God.

It is right to give our thanks and praise.

Let us pray

It is truly right and our greatest joy to give you thanks and praise, God of majesty and splendor.  By your power you created all that is, , and rule over all things in love.  Throughout the ages you called your people to love and serve you, and to be your light among the nations.  Out of exodus you called your people back from the farthest parts of the earth, to lead them by brooks of water.   When we failed you, you did not fail us and sent prophets to call us back to your ways.

Eternal God, the radiance of your incarnate Word pierces the night and covers the earth  By a star you led magi to worship your Son.  Guide the nations of the earth by your light, that the whole world may see your glory.

We praise you that in the fullness of time, you revealed your love by sending your Son Jesus to be the Light of the world.  He came to heal our brokenness and to set before us the ways of justice and peace.  Therefore we praise you, joining our voices with angels and archangels and with all the faithful of every time and place, who forever sing to the glory of your name:

Remembering your gracious acts in Jesus Christ, we take from your creation this bread and this wine and joyfully celebrate his dying and rising as we await the day of his coming. With thanksgiving we offer our very selves to you to be a living and holy sacrifice, dedicated to your service.

God of healing and comfort, we pray for those in our own community and beyond  who are ill, who grieve the loss of loved ones, who suffer joblessness and poverty.  

Hear our prayers, God of grace, as we pray together the prayer your 

Son taught us, Our Father…

“By the Light of Stars”


Matthew 2:1-12


Timothy Hart-Andersen
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