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Christmas for  us   is  not a  day  but a   season.  And  in   this  liturgical  year  we are  going to  spend  most of our time  with the  Gospel of  Mathew.  So  this morning   we  find  ourselves  with  what   has   come to be known as the  story of the   wise   men. 

So  let’s  look  at  it  and   listen  to  it again   today  with  the  idea  of  finding   something  new,   something  more,  something  deeper  than  we have   before?   O.K.   

I  notice  first of all that  Joseph  is not mentioned.   Mary  is  seen  but not heard.  The  child does nothing.   Those  characters  in  Luke’s  story   who   were so  active  and so  central   ... are in  this  story   no longer  center  stage.  They are in  the  wings... somewhere.  

The  primary  actors  are,  1.  Nameless strangers.  2. Herod  the  king.   3.   The  Star   and  4.  You and  me  

Lukes   story  was  altogether  positive.     Even  when  Mary  and  Joseph are turned  away  from the  Inn and  have to  find  lodging in a  cave like  stable...It is not  because of any  mean spiritedness on the part  of the inn  keeper.  It is  because  the  Inn  is  full.  There is no   more   room.   

Such is not the case  with the story  we  hear  today.   This  story includes  the  murderous   jealousy and  fearful  rage  of   a  paranoid  king.  Herod   had     already   had  two  of  his  sons   killed  by  strangulation  because  of   his   delusional   suspicions.   He  also  killed  one  of his   wives.  At  the  time  of  Jesus   birth  he  killed  three    hundred  public   servants  because  of  his   suspicions  of  conspiracy.

After   Herod  heard  of   the   birth  of  the    Messiah   the   killing    continued   on  even a   larger   scale.  In  this  story  the  darkness is   heavy  and it  smells  of   corruption and   decay.  After  he  heard of  the   birth  of  the    Messiah,  he   issued  a  death  warrant   for all the male children in  Bethlehem and  the  surrounding  region  two  years  old  and  younger.  Such is the  hideous  and   gruesome    thread   that  is   woven into   Matthews  Christmas  story.  

Mathew  refers to   the nameless  strangers  as  MAGOI .   It could  mean  Magician.  It  might  also  refer to  the  Magians.  They  were  a Persian  priestly  caste..possibly  Zoroastrian.   And a  third  meaning  could  be   Astrologers.    Since   the  visit of  these nameless strangers  is  prompted by   their observation  of the  stars...this last  meaning  seems to be  the   most  likely.   These  nameless strangers  are   astrologers and  they come  from  the   east.  

Matthew  reports that they  brought  gifts  for the  child:  Gold,  Frankincense, and  Myrrh.  A  lot  of  speculation  has  developed from  that  bit of  information.   For instance it was  assumed that there were three  wise  persons...because there were three  gifts.   We don’t know  that.   There   might have  been two.  there  might  have  been  five ...  or maybe  10.  We  don’t know.    Eventually  the   astrologers  were    seen as  kings.  And   even  beyond  that  they  were  given  names.    Melchior,  king  of   Persia;  Caspar,  king of  India;    and  Balthasar,  king  of  Arabia.  

Gold is  usually   associated  with  Kings.  And so are  fragrant  substances  often imported from distant lands  at   great  expense.   And these  fragrances  are  associated  with  perfumes and  incense and  oils  for   anointing.   According to   the  book of  Exodus  Frankincense was  an ingredient in the  holy  perfume  used in the  sanctuary  and no  where else.  The   gifts   themselves  would  indicate   that  these   strangers   thought   this  new  born   person  was  someone  very special

And  now  the  star.  It is pointless to  attempt to  relate it to  some  natural  phenomenon  like  Halley’s  comet  which was sighted 12  years  before  the  beginning of the common  era..  And   stars   do   not  move   about  in the   sky.  

 I  think,  for  us,    the   star  represents ..  that   something   that  is  in  the  life  of   every  human  being   that  provides  a  point of  focus  for the  future.  It  represents ..what  leads us....what  inspires us....  what  calls  us  out of  ourselves....    what    gives us a  direction.....  what  provides  meaning for our lives...  It’s  why  we  get  up    in the    morning.

It  is often something   external,   an   external   image,     that  mirrors   or  reflects  an   interior   image,  a  dream  or a    longing  or a  desire    from    our  heart.    It    is  something  external  that    echoes    our    love    of   the   Holy  and  our  desire  for   a relationship with the   divine.   It  mirrors   that   wish   deep   within  us    for  genuineness  and  authenticity  and    wholeness. 

That  internal  image  emerges  from  the   intersection  with in   us  of the   spirit  of  God  and  our   spirit.    And  that    external  image    reflects   what  is  in   our   heart  of   hearts.    It is  about  our   spiritual   life.    It is  about   what  makes  us    human.

Bishop  Lancelot   Andrews  in a  sermon  on Christmas  Day 1622   attempted  to  identify   with   the  difficulties  of  the   Wise  Men as  they   followed   their  star.  Here is  what  he  said;  “ A   cold coming  they had  of it at  that  time of the  year,  just the  worst  time of the  year  to take a  journey and  especially a   long  journey.  The  ways  deep, the weather sharp,  the days  short,  the  sun farthest  off,   The  very dead of  winter.”  

Three   Hundred  years  later   T. S. Eliot  begins  his   poem  “The  journey of the  Wise  Men”  with those   very   words.   The  point  being  that   anyone  who has  followed  a  star,   has  followed her   or  his  own  star,  has  had a  hard  time  of  it  on  their   journey.

Here is  how   Mary   Oliver  describes  it:  One  day   you  finally  knew,  what   you had  to  do, and  began,  though  the   voices  around you  kept  shouting  their  bad  advice -  But  you  didn’t  stop.  You  knew  what  you had to  do,  it  was  already late  enough, and a  wild night  and the   road  full of   fallen  branches and  stones,  but  little  by little  as   you left  their   voices  behind  the stars  began to  burn through the   sheets  of clouds and   there  was a  new    voice    which    you   slowly  recognized as  your   own….

It’s a  journey  we  continue    even when there is no obvious available information  and    going   ahead  means   going  into  the   dark.  The   burdens  at  times   seem   unbearable  and  there are  always    failures.   We  fall  down   and  we   get  up and  we  go  on.  And  we  fall down  again  and  get up  and  go  on  and   on.

 David  Whyte  in his   book  “ The   Aroused  Heart”  gives us  this   example:  “Some time  ago, at  AT&T,   I  found   myself   working with a  room full of  particularly  thoughtful managers.   We  were  looking at the   way  human beings  find  it  necessary  to  sacrifice  their  own sacred   desires  and  personal  visions  on the  altar  of  work and   success.”  

“Out of  this  a woman wrote the  following lines,  She read  them slowly from the   back  of the  room, unaware  how  stricken we all were  by  the  silence  she   created,  ‘Ten years  ago …  I  turned  my  face for a  moment   and   it   became  my  life’ “  

She  turned  her  face  for a   moment  from  her  star.  She   listened  to  those   voices   around  her  shouting  their   bad   advice.   She   abandoned  her   dream   for  wholeness  and    connectedness   with   God.    And  the   life  she  lived  was  not   her  own.  It  was   something   else.

You and  I  find   those   external   images,   that   reflect  what  is  at  the   core  of    our   holy   longing,    usually   very    simple,   a  star,   a   bird    a    forest   path,   a   life in the   country,   a loving  family,  a  familiar   face,  another’s  hand in   yours. Each and  every  one   reflects  an    aspect  of    the     love   in  our  heart  for   the   Holy  One,  for   God.  

And  we are  constantly    being  asked  or  invited,  sometimes   forced,    to    turn  our  faces  away    from     those    longings  and   desires  for    what  is   true and    right  and    most  of  all   alive  for  us.   To  turn our  faces   way  from  the  longings  and   desires  of  our  hearts   that  are  reflected in  those     external  images.  

There are  countless   numbers  of   people  who have   followed  their  star.   Martin  Luther  King  and  his   dream  image  of    racial   harmony.   Gandhi’s  spinning   wheel from which he  slowly  spun independence  for   India.   J.F.  Kennedy’s   “Ask  not  what  our  country  can do  for  you…”  Joan  of   Arc’s  vision  of   France in a  wheat  field.  

And   each  and  every one  of  you  have  your  own  personal   star   that  you are   following    which  will lead  you  into     the    fullness  of   Christ   which is  the  star  we   follow  as a    community  of  faith   named    St  Paul’s.  

It  was in  1918  that  Richard  Benson  the founder of the Society of St.  John  the  Evangelist,  a  monastic  community  in  the  Episcopal  church,  wrote:  ‘There is within us a depth, not of our heart  but deeper than our heart.  If we  enter into  ourselves we shall find the  ground of our heart  as it were  broken up,  and  a deep well springing up  from  beneath it.  There we find  admission  into  the  Being  of  God.”.    Admission  into  the     fullness of   Christ.

If  you   should, for  whatever  reason,  think  that   you   do   not   have a  star  that  you are  following;   go  to   that  place.  Go to  that  place    beneath   your  heart   where there is a   spring   of    love  for  God  and  all     that is  of  God,   Go  there.  Experience  it.  And  then    look  up.   And    you   will  see    your   star,  in  whatever  form or  shape  it   takes.  

And  then   follow  it.  And do   not   turn    your   face.     Amen      
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