“EPIPHANY WANDERINGS, WARNINGS, AND (EVENTUALLY) WISDOM”
Matthew 2:1-12 (and 13-23)
January 5, 2020
Rev. Janet Robertson Duggins
Westminster Presbyterian Church

I have to thank Leslie for calling my attention to the Wandering Wisemen page on Facebook.

The daily posts that began on the first day of Advent are somebody’s whimsical take on the
story of the magi Matthew tells us about who followed a star to find the child Jesus. The
pictures show the nativity-set wise men making their way through the house toward the holy
family, and, with their trusty camel Hezekiah, having interesting adventures along the way:

Day 6: Riding the strange wooden platform was exhilarating,
but ultimately not conducive to forward progress.

Day 12: Unsettled by the conflicting imagery that promised both joy and doom,
the travelers did not stop to rest.
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Day 13: Melchior emerged visibly shaken by his encounter
with what he would later refer to as “monstrous” dust bunnies.

Day 22: The discovery was both delicious and timely,
as their tea supply had begun to run low despite careful rationing.

Day 34: Though they gazed longingly at the glittering oasis,
the urgency of the quest pulled them onward.

It’s mostly meant to be fun, but it does play on our fascination with journeys, both actual and
metaphorical… which is one of the reasons the story of Epiphany continues to intrigue and
inspire us. The Wandering Wisemen also illustrate something we know is true: that no long
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journey of any kind is without its wrong turns and mishaps and missteps. And they remind
us that a sense of humor is as necessary for the journey as any other gear you might pack.
Matthew’s story doesn’t tell us about whether the original magi were able to find humor
along the road. But there certainly are some pretty serious wrong turns and mishaps. This
is something that has always puzzled me.
These travelers have always been understood to be “wise.”

They may have been Zoroastrian priests from what is now Iran, astronomer-astrologers who
studied the stars as part of a search for truth. Whatever their religion, we are given to
understand that they are enough attuned to God that they have in some way come to know
about the birth of a child meant to rule over all things. They are able, somehow, to discern
the meaning of a strange star. They are skilled and patient enough to know how to follow a
path set by the position of that particular star.
And yet, when they get to Jerusalem, they go, right away and with no apparent hesitation –
and as far as we can tell without reflection or research – to Herod. Why?
Did they just assume that a new king could only be born in a ruling family? Were they
simply drawn to the strata of Jerusalem society that seemed comparable to their own? Did
their relative wealth and security blind them to other possibilities? Did they perhaps listen to
the wrong people? Were they too trusting? Too tired from their journey to be cautious? Did
they momentarily stop paying attention to God or to that star they’d been watching?
I don’t know, but it seems odd to me.

And once they get to Herod, they don’t seem to be blessed with a great deal of insight into
his character … even though by all accounts Herod’s ruthless ambition was not subtle.
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Certainly, it wouldn’t have been difficult to find out that Herod had executed many people he
saw as threats to his power, including at least one of his many wives and three of his own
children.
Yet the magi trust Herod with the whole story of their quest… with disastrous, tragic
consequences. But I’m getting a little ahead of the story.
Whenthey learn that prophecies say the Messiah would be born in Bethlehem, they go
(once again, apparently, guided by the star).

They find the child Jesus, “with his mother,” and they give their gifts – another element of
the story that draws our curiosity and engages our imaginations. We can speculate
endlessly about those gifts. Why gold, frankincense, and myrrh? Impractical gifts? Or
perhaps valuable to this young family? Are they symbolic (as the hymn “We Three Kings”
suggests)? Or simply the best that these travelers had to offer? We just don’t know.
But from the moment they see the Christ Child, it seems, the magi are back on track again.
After having first tried the palace, were they surprised or disappointed to find not a powerful
king or anything to signify greatness and power, but only a child of an ordinary family? If so,
there is not a hint of it. They seem to understand completely that the truth is deeper than
appearance.
Their joy is genuine. Their worship is heartfelt. Their gifts are given gladly.
And a little later, when God speaks to them,

they are paying attention, and they carefully follow the guidance they are given for their
return journey.

4

Joseph and Mary will also follow directions, even though this means becoming refugees for
a while.
We can breathe a little sigh of relief.
The magi are safe.
Jesus is safe, along with his family.
But Matthew goes on to tell us more, to tell a part of the story we don’t want to hear. This is
what he writes next:
When Herod saw that he had been tricked by the wise men, he was infuriated, and he
sent and killed all the children in and around Bethlehem who were two years old or under,
according to the time that he had learned from the wise men. Then was fulfilled what had
been spoken through the prophet Jeremiah:
“A voice was heard in Ramah, wailing and loud lamentation,
Rachel weeping for her children; she refused to be consoled, because they are no more.”
When Herod died, an angel of the Lord suddenly appeared in a dream to Joseph in Egypt
and said, “Get up, take the child and his mother, and go to the land of Israel, for those
who were seeking the child’s life are dead.”
Then Joseph got up, took the child and his mother, and went to the land of Israel. But
when he heard that Archelaus was ruling over Judea in place of his father Herod, he was
afraid to go there. And after being warned in a dream, he went away to the district of
Galilee. There he made his home in a town called Nazareth, so that what had been
spoken through the prophets might be fulfilled, “He will be called a Nazorean.”

I wish Matthew had left that next part out. None of the other gospels tell it, and I’m not sure
why Matthew does. It’s interesting, Luke is usually thought of as the gospel that’s most
“down-to-earth,” in touch with the life of ordinary folk. (Luke tells us about poor shepherds,
rather than wealthy international visitors to the child Jesus.) But nobody could accuse
Matthew of opting for a more beautiful story at this point; what he has to tell is one of the
most horribly tragic of all Biblical stories.
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Matthew’s interest might have been the quote from Jeremiah – of all the gospel writers, he’s
the most interested in connecting Jesus’ life with the Hebrew scriptures. It could be he’s
using a theme common in ancient literature: a narrow and miraculous escape from danger is
a sign of divine protection and purpose. (Remember the Exodus story?) There are echoes
of that here.) It could be simply be that Matthew believes the larger context makes a
difference to our understanding. It could be that what makes the story more complicated
also makes it more relevant to us.
I should say that we don’t know anything about the details from any other historical records
… but for the purposes of Matthew’s story, I don’t think that either the historicity or the
scope of the tragedy matters. Matthew tells it, and he must have had his reasons. He
takes what could have been a simple but magical story of a journey with a star and a happy
ending and presents, and complicates it with a lifted-from-the-headlines tragedy that feels
only-too-familiar. I understand why the church has mostly chosen to uncomplicated it again
by, typically, separating out the hard part of the story, and reading it, if at all, on a different
Sunday. And I understand why this part of the story doesn’t have a place in the nativity set.
But I do think that in our usual handling (or ignoring) of this scene we lose something of
Matthew’s intention.
What might we take away from this sobering, if more complete, story of the wise men?

Here are a few things that come to mind.
Awareness of tragedy wrought by those in power who hold the lives of the powerless to be
of no value in comparison with their own self interest, often with the unwitting participation of
those who are not paying enough attention to what is happening. It happened then. It
happens now. A sentimental faith that looks away from this reality isn’t what Jesus came to
offer us.
The fact that even the wise make unwise choices sometimes, often choices that cause harm
to others. We would like to think that we can be wise. But wisdom begins with knowing that
sometimes we aren’t wise. The journey is long, the right path can be difficult to discern, and
both minor missteps and major mess-ups are to be expected. Humility, repentance, and
grace are necessities, wherever our wandering may take us.
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The importance of staying focused on the light, staying attentive to God’s leading, being
careful of our own assumptions… lest we be led astray, start looking in the wrong places,
trusting the wrong directions, looking for the wrong things, honoring the wrong people.
Equally important: willingness to be redirected, to allow ourselves to be changed as we
encounter Jesus, as we learn to give our gifts, as light shines on our path.
The necessity of hearing the voices of grief and pain. It’s so easy to leave them out of the
story. So much less disturbing. But they demand to be heard. Matthew wants us to hear
them.
The call to seek and to serve in a world where there is – even though we don’t want to see it
– this kind of tragedy and injustice. It’s into this kind of world that Jesus came. It’s in this
kind of world we receive the gifts of God – love, compassion, creativity, gentleness,
boldness. And it’s in this kind of world that we deploy those gifts to comfort, to heal, to
speak truth, to build community, to shine light.
Amen.
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