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When was the last time you gazed at the night sky with wonder and awe? When was the last time you even saw the stars? It is rather difficult to do with the lights of Northern Virginia. When was the last time you experienced mystery and sacredness in your life? 
  

We don’t have many mysteries anymore. Before we head to a restaurant we can read multiple reviews. If we are going on vacation, before we even leave our house, we can easily find out about the hotel we will stay at and see photos of it. With a little research on Google, we can find out most anything about people. Even though I was in North Carolina last Sunday, through Facebook I was already able to see several church members’ Christmas pictures! While our families are across the US or even around the world these days, through blogs and the internet we remain connected. Now that long distance calls are included in our cell phone plans, we think nothing of calling relatives and friends in far off places. Christmas is often the only time during the year that I receive a handwritten letter in the mail—why have a pen pal, when an email travels so much faster? With all this technology, we don’t have many unknowns anymore. We know our destination before we even start. 
  

So I think today’s story about the magi is many ways hard for us to even understand. They looked up in the night sky, saw something amazing and took off after it—without their GPS! They didn’t know where they were going or what exactly they would find, they just felt a calling and knew they needed to go. 
  

We might call them the “3 Wise Men,” but even that name is an educated guess. We have no idea how many magi there were, we assume three because there were three gifts—gold, frankincense and myrrh and we can’t imagine coming to see a new baby empty handed! But other traditions believe there were as many as ten magi. We don’t even know if they were men, despite the old preacher joke that they had to be men, because women would have bought far more practical gifts—you know, the necessary things diapers, wipes, clothing. But, it is a pretty safe assumption that they were men. 

  

There are several theories about who they actually were- they could have been scholars, con artists, sages, minor rulers or astrologers. Most tend believe they are astrologers, who advised royalty based on their readings of the stars. Which can be dangerous, especially if you told the king something he did not want to hear. 
  

The star they saw when Jesus was born was special and they knew it. They came from the East to Jerusalem, the center of power, where logically they expected to find the king. But, the newborn king they were looking for isn’t there, Herod is and they meet with him. Now, Herod was as evil as human being could be. 
(1)               He had a ruthless appetite for power. He murdered his wife, three sons, mother-in-law, brother-in-law, uncle and many others- he had the reputation of killing someone if he even felt slightly threatened by them. Herod would have no problems ordering the killing of all boys under the age of two later. While he was best known for rebuilding the temple, he also ordered the construction of pagan altars, fortresses, monuments, and theaters. 
  

He wanted his reputation to live on through the ages and for his power never to be challenged. And so, Herod is very interested when people show up looking for a new born king. This news perks his ears up. He gathers up his chief priests and scribes and they tell him, that this star and birth are fulfillment of the prophet Micah’s words. And the magi can find this child 9 miles south, in Bethlehem. So Herod tells them, “go find this baby and come back and tell me about him, so I can go and see him.” 
  

When do you think the magi knew Herod’s words would not match his actions? Do you wonder if they start to suspect something immediately? Did they sense Herod’s paranoia? Like in our drama earlier today, did they see death in his eyes and know that no king has ever bowed down to another voluntarily? We don’t know. We do know they left Jerusalem and continued to follow the star, until it stopped where Christ lay. 
  

When they found Christ they fell to their knees and worshiped him. Something amazing happened to the wise men. They had a moment of revelation, a transcendent experience of the divine, and they could not contain their joy. Ronald Goetz writes, “They had lost the composure and reserve of scholars and sages, giving way to an ecstasy of…adoration.”  (Erin Martin) When was the last time you lost your composure because you were so excited to be worshiping God? 

  

They recognized Jesus and gave him what were actually three very appropriate gifts. Gold, which represents Christ’s majesty, frankincense signifying worship of his divinity and myrrh which foreshadows the preparation of his body for his burial. (Shelley D. B.. Copeland) 

  

And then they left to go home another way. The poet “T.S. Eliot imagined the thoughts of the magi back home: ‘We returned to our place … but no longer at ease here, in the old dispensation, with an alien people clutching their gods.’ (James C. Howell)” They were changed, they could not return to the expected path. They had to be different, once they encountered Christ. 
  

Are we any different because we have met Christ? Are we even capable of finding him or are our eyes so glued to our GPSs on the routes we have planned for ourselves that we can’t even look up to see where God is guiding us? 

  

Or are we more like Herod than we ever want to admit focused on chasing down our own dreams and material desires and not noticing what we are doing to ourselves and those around us? 

  

(2)                “Novelist Stephen King in 1991 wrote a book entitled Needful Things. The story is set in a small fictional New England town, Castle Rock, Maine. In the town a new gift shop is opened by a seemingly kind older gentleman named Leland Gaunt. The allure of the shop is that for each of the townspeople the shop's inventory includes an item thought to be the thing they most wanted in life. However, none of the people can afford to buy the item they want. The shop owner offers each of them a trade. A favor done for him will secure the most wanted item. Each is to play what appears to be a simple prank on another of the townspeople. Then the residents of Castle Rock begin to turn on one another until at last the whole town is in chaos. Leland Gaunt turns out to be none other than the devil himself. Traveling throughout the countries of the world, he has been selling junk to people who thought they were purchasing the item they most wanted. What the shoppers failed to notice were the words printed above the shop's entrance...Caveat Emptor... ‘Let the buyer beware.’ “ 

  

The townspeople hurt themselves because ultimately they were chasing something unimportant. How often are we doing the same? Hurting those we care about while in the pursuit of something only for ourselves. I think our current economic crisis has been a wake up call for many of us. We have come to know that the old ways of doing things, do not work anymore. We need a new way. We need to find our way again and we can’t do it on our own. 
  

I believe we can learn a lot of from the Magi, even though their lives and experiences are so vastly different than ours. We need to make space in our lives for mystery of God’s work within and through us. We still need breath-taking encounters with Jesus. Knowing how we must change and become more like Christ like when we do. This radical life change doesn’t come easy…and it is scary. 
  

Mike Yaconelli founded youth specialties and was pastor before he died several years ago. One of my favorite books of his is called “Dangerous Wonder” and in it he wrote: 

  

"The critical issue today is dullness.  We have lost our astonishment.  The Good News is no longer good news, it is okay news.  Christianity is no longer life changing it is life enhancing.  Jesus doesn't change people into wild-eyed radicals anymore, He changes them into ‘nice people.’ 

  

I'm ready for a Christianity that ‘ruins’ my [status quo] life, that captures my heart and makes me uncomfortable.  I want to be filled with an astonishment which is so captivating that I am considered wild and unpredictable and . . .well. . .dangerous." 

  

So tonight I encourage you to bundle up and head outside and look at the stars. Then instead of making a new year’s resolution, pray. Really pray and talk to God. And listen with astonishment to whatever God is calling you to do next. Be ready for an exciting journey! 
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