GOD LOVES A GOOD ASTROLOGER: THE STORY OF the MAGI
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Epiphany Sunday

This Sunday is not just the day after the Caps defeated the Penguins in the Winter Classic. It is also Epiphany Sunday, the Sunday when we remember the story of the magi who see a star that foretells the birth of a new king, and follow that star to find the baby Jesus with his mother Mary. While we have a specific day in the liturgical calendar devoted to this story, it has managed to transcend the temporal boundaries that it has been given in the calendar. The magi are a central part of the Christmas narrative, and so we sing about them and tell their story for at least a few weeks every year. The story of the magi is one that we have heard quite a few times. Every year we reenact it at the Living Nativity. It is an odd story. An unspecified number of foreigners from an unknown land show up to see the birth of some unknown king foretold by an unknown astrological event referred to in the story as a moving star. It comes across as an aside. These magi are never mentioned before and never mentioned again. It is easily skipped over. Yet, we do not skip over it. We become part of this story every year. Perhaps it is because it is so out of place and so ambiguous about the details that it has gripped our imagination. The so-called wise men are an integral part of the nativity scene, in some traditions they have been given names: Melchior, Caspar, and Balthasar. The Lucan account of Christ’s birth tends to be the favored gospel account over Matthew, because it is much longer and much more detailed, particularly in regard to the events leading up to the birth itself. And, frankly, the narrative in Luke just makes for a better story than the genealogy in Matthew. But the magi are never mentioned in Luke. They are in Matthew. So in our mashed up version of the Christmas story that takes both Luke and Matthew into account, the magi make the cut. But why? They are in the less eventful version of the story, the details of their journey and identity are unknown, and even their place in the liturgical calendar seems to render them a separate event from the birth narrative. The magi are out of place.


However, the seemingly out-of-place nature of this passage is intentional. It is important that these magi are from a land so distant that the writer of Matthew does not even posit a guess as to where it is. The passage is out of place precisely because the magi are out of place. They are foreigners, probably Persian, or perhaps Arab. These are Gentiles, but not even the Roman Gentiles the Jewish people were used to. These were exotic Gentiles, with exotic customs. Magi gets translated in the NRSV as “wise men,” with a note that says, “astrologers.” The latter is likely closer to the meaning of magoi, the Greek word that gets transliterated as magi. Magi comes from the same root word as our word, “magic.” It was a position that consisted of stargazing and fortune telling. How prestigious the position was in their homeland is debated. Some, particularly those who prefer the “wise-men” translation, posit that these were men who held very influential positions in their ruler’s court. Others, that they were on a social level akin to that of fortune-tellers in our own society. Regardless of their position in their homeland, their position in Israel is quite certain. They were not Hebrew, they were outsiders, they were Gentile, they were un-chosen. Their foreign status is made even more strange because they are from outside the Roman Empire. Unfortunately, we humans do not usually meet those are not part of our own perceived groups with open arms. It is visible around the world today. This irrational fear of the other rears its ugly head in anti-Islamic laws in Europe and anti-Hispanic laws here in the United States. Historically, it also has existed in the ways indigenous people have been oppressed all over the world when predominantly white foreigners have taken over the land, as well as in the slavery of people based on their skin color in our own history. Life in Roman-controlled Israel was no different. Israel was an oppressed nation under the rule of an Imperial force. They were treated as inferior because they were ethnically and culturally different than the Romans. However the Israelites were not free from this prejudice either. This is exhibited in the animosity between the Israelites and the Samaritans. This same fear of the other is visible in Christian history. The first Christians were all Jews and the controversy that erupted over the potential of Gentiles within the Jesus movement is evident both explicitly in the book of Acts and more subtly throughout the epistles. Then throughout the rest of Christian history that controversy was used to support the systemic oppression of Jews by Christians. But all that occurs much later. Presently we have a group of Persians in Israel looking for a new king.


This story has a great deal of relevance for the prevalence of xenophobia both within and out of the church. When God enters creation, first Jewish shepherds are called and then gentiles are called. This is a foreshadowing of Jesus’ ministry. First Jesus intentionally limits his ministry to those within his own community, and when confronted by a Gentile in Matthew 15 Jesus actually shows reluctance to expanding his ministry to include them.  It is also representative of the expansion of the covenant between God and Israel to a covenant that includes even astrologers from a foreign country who have never heard of YHWH. This is an expansion of universal proportions. If idolaters from a different land who have never heard of YHWH can be called by God just as those who are already part of the covenant, who cannot be called? Who is free from the loving call of God? 


The displaced status of the magi and the abruptness of the story is not the only odd aspect of this narrative. In fact, they are not even the most obviously unusual part of the story. That part of the story is the subject of a Christmas carol that we sing every year: the star. A star that is moving in the sky leading the magi to the birth of the new king. It is as if the event of God entering into creation has altered creation itself. When God enters into creation, nature adjusts so that God remains its center. It is through this movement that the magi are called. They are not approached by an archangel like Mary or Joseph nor a throng of angels like the shepherds. They get a star moving through the sky that anyone else would have missed. The sign itself was not that Jesus in particular was being born, but that there was some king that was being born. That is why the magi go first to King Herod. If you’re looking for a new king, a king’s court seems like a pretty logical place to start. However, they find no help there. Herod is just as intrigued by the birth of a new king, since he is the reigning king, and just a tad curious about the existence of threats to his power. Undeterred by Herod’s lack of knowledge of the new king, they move on. They have traveled all the way from the Middle East on the hunch that this star has a real message for them. It is not surprising that when the event is not where it is expected to occur they would keep searching. When they do finally find the new king that the star has led them to, they find him in the form of a baby being held by his mother. The NRSV says that upon finding him they “paid him homage.” The Greek word that gets translated as “paid him homage,” is proskaneo, which means to prostrate oneself, or fall on one’s face. So they find this baby and fall on their face in worship of this new king and presented him with gold, frankincense, and myrrh and left “for their own country by another road.” 


So why do we repeat this story every year? Why has it become an integral part of the Christmas story? This story tells us something very important about how God interacts with humans, particularly those who we do not expect God to interact with, and, in turn, how we are to interact with other people. God’s election has been expanded through the event of incarnation. Through God’s entrance into creation God has become inextricably linked with creation, so much so that the covenant has expanded to potentially include all of creation. Hence, we have an inanimate star leading foreign idolaters to the Christ child. This passage also shows us that God works with people on the margin. Jesus is born to a poor carpenter and his wife. They were from a country that was under the oppression of an empire. This was a different kind of king. And his first visitors, the ones that God called through angels and a star, were Israelites from a low socio-economic level occupation and foreigners who were not part of God’s chosen people. Both the expansion of God’s covenant with Israel to include not only Israel, but Israel and Gentiles and God’s decision to work in the margins of society have very serious ramifications for how we are to interact with others today. If God chooses those on the margins of society, those who we would least expect God to pick then we should treat people accordingly. If God decides to use even astrologers how can we possibly limit God today by delineating who God can and cannot use? That is the basic question that needs to be asked of exclusionary policies within the church. If there are people that are not as welcome in the church at large because of their identity as a member of an unwelcome group, then the church is attempting to limit who God can use. One of my favorite writers, Anne Lamott, once said, “You can safely assume that you’ve created God in your own image when it turns out that God hates all the same people you do.” This is a maxim the church would do well to embrace. Martin Luther King Jr. once famously described 11 o’ clock on Sunday mornings as “the most segregated hour of Christian America.” It remains that way today. Not nearly enough has changed in the racial segregation of the church, and this is an issue that every local church needs to grapple with, but it is not the only form of segregation in the church. Socio-economic segregation is just as much a reality for the church in the United States as racial segregation, or at least it has been in my experience. I spend most of my time at two churches over the course of the year: this one and my church in Charlottesville. I love both of my church families and cannot imagine where I would be without having been a part of both of these wonderful churches, but VBC and New Beginnings are two very different churches. VBC is a predominantly upper-middle class congregation in the second richest county in the country. This allows VBC to fund and contribute to some really great ministries like the Citygate, an inner-city ministry in the district, and Our Daily Bread, which distributes food to families in need around Northern Virginia. New Beginnings is almost entirely below the poverty line. Being jobless, homeless, an ex-con, alcoholic, addicted to drugs are all common problems that people face at my Charlottesville church. New Beginnings has great ministries too, but, unlike here, those ministries are often aimed at the congregants. New Beginnings and VBC are both great churches, but when I’m at one I always feel that something of the other is missing. This is not just a problem with New Beginnings or VBC. This is a problem that plagues the church at large. It is partly due to the geographical economic segregation of any population into nice parts of town and not-so-nice parts of town, and it is due partly to the comfort in being around people who are like one’s self. 


This is not the model we are provided with in Matthew 2. God shows God’s self to have a much greater understanding of chosenness than anyone expected in Matthew. By immediately calling on gentile astrologers, God disregards any notion of group-identity. It does not matter that the magi are astrologers. It does not matter that they are from a distant land. It does not matter that they are not part of God’s covenant with the Hebrew people. God is not the God of groups. God is the God of all. Therefore we must be a church for all.
