
FROM WANDERERS TO PILGRIMS
Isaiah 60:1-6

Matthew 2:1-12

 “I’ve got tourists galore. They come. They come in droves,” says Reverend Jim Cooper of Trinity Church on Wall Street in Manhattan. His church is located just a few steps from the World Trade Center site. Trinity Church is one of the stops for those who come to NYC to see Ground Zero. “I’ve got tourists galore . . . but I don’t want them to leave as tourists,” says Reverend Cooper. “I want them to become pilgrims. I want them to connect, to know that there is something more.” 1 
Today we celebrate the coming of Magi from the East to bring gifts to the Christ child. Here are the first nonJewish visitors to see the young child Jesus. They are from out of town and appear to be tourists from the East. Or are they tourists?
When I was growing up in Florida, we could spot the tourists. The men were recently retired and wore a large straw hat, floral shirt, long shorts to the knee and knee socks which came up to their knees. Tourists would pull their car out right in front of you and then drive twenty-five miles and hour. And they would ask, “Hey, youse guys, where’s the bubbler?”
A tourist is a nomad who seeks a new place, a new adventure, a new site. Nomads wander around from experience to experience to find something fulfilling for them. Nomadic shepherds, for example, take their flocks to places where they can feed and then, when the resources give out, the nomads move on to other pastures.

I don’t know about you, but many of us today have a sense of being nomads. Some of us feel dislocated, lost in the universe, unmoored, without a clear direction, and without hope. In her book Christianity for the Rest of Us: How the Neighborhood Church is Transforming the Faith, Diana Butler Bass lists five common traits of nomadic existence: radical individualism, aimlessness, consumption, fragmentation, and forgetfulness. 2  This month in worship we will look at each of these five traits. Today we consider the assumption that our spiritual life is about private and radically individual experiences.
I grew up thinking that my spiritual life is about what I do by myself: private prayer, individual Bible study and personal disciplines. Diana Butler Bass has studied recent spiritual practices and concludes that one of the dominating characteristics of contemporary life is that of wandering—moving from experience to experience for the sake of experience alone. 3 She says that wandering is an individualistic activity even though we may sometimes “join,” “network,” or “hook up” with other individual wanderers for a limited period of time and for a particular experience. We are nomads who act like tourists seeking private, radically individual spiritual experiences.
Today we hear of nomads who travel out of their familiar land to visit this Jesus. Matthew says nothing about camels, but Isaiah does. Matthew does not tell us how many arrive but only that they bring three gifts. And they obviously are not women because wise women would have brought diapers, a cute twozies outfit and a casserole!
Are these men tourists? They wander from the East and across the desert. They travel a long way for a once-in-a-lifetime experience. No, I think they are not nomads and are not tourists. These men are, like tourists, on a journey but they are following a star. And they have come not to receive but to give. They kneel down, worship and offer their gifts. These three are not nomads but pilgrims.
Pastor Steve Jacobsen tells us that when people join Goleta Presbyterian Church in California, “They exchange their nomad identities (wanderers without a home) for pilgrim identities (people on a journey who believe they have a home).” 4 Nomads are individuals who wander from place to place and experience to experience using up the resources around them and then moving on. Pilgrims, however, are part of a community on a journey together and following a star. Like the wise men, pilgrims are on a journey to worship God and to offer their gifts to others. 

Perhaps you have had the experience I have had. We tour Europe and check out the cathedrals. We take the tour and marvel at the architecture, the windows, the magnificence of the building. Suddenly a church member enters the sanctuary and kneels to pray. In that moment we are transformed from detached observers to fellow pilgrims who have come to worship and to serve. We are no longer tourists but are now pilgrims.

Here at Vienna Baptist Church we believe each of us is seeking deep, spiritual experiences and each of us is seeking a meaningful, fulfilled life. We wish to say today that being a tourist may seem like a being on a journey but it is really just being a wanderer—a nomad. This community of faith is here so we can help one another as we journey together as disciples of this Jesus who is today greeted by wise men from the East. We gather here today because we believe that the light of God is clearly shown in the life of Jesus of Nazareth, and we come to worship this God who appears and is manifest in our world in the form of this Christ-child. We have experienced the frustration of being nomads who wander from place to place and from experience to experience. We are tired of being tourists in our spiritual lives. 
We are here today to say we wish to be pilgrims on a journey to worship the Christ child. We worship today in honor of him and part of our worship is to give our gifts to the children of the world. We covenant together as pilgrims traveling with Jesus and with one another because we now realize we cannot go far alone on this spiritual journey. We ask our deacons to walk with us and encourage us on this pilgrim journey. 
As we continue this worship service, please reflect on your life as a nomad. Perhaps today you will consciously decide to declare here in this community of faith that you have seen the star of God and wish to be a pilgrim on a journey with Jesus, with these deacons, and with all of us here at Vienna Baptist Church. Arise, shine; for your light has come and the glory of the Lord has risen upon you! (Isaiah 60:1). 
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