Matthew 2:1-12

2In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, wise men from the East came to Jerusalem, 2asking, “Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews? For we observed his star at its rising, and have come to pay him homage.” 3When King Herod heard this, he was frightened, and all Jerusalem with him; 4and calling together all the chief priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the Messiah was to be born. 5They told him, “In Bethlehem of Judea; for so it has been written by the prophet: 6‘And you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; for from you shall come a ruler who is to shepherd my people Israel.’” 7Then Herod secretly called for the wise men and learned from them the exact time when the star had appeared. 8Then he sent them to Bethlehem, saying, “Go and search diligently for the child; and when you have found him, bring me word so that I may also go and pay him homage.” 

9When they had heard the king, they set out; and there, ahead of them, went the star that they had seen at its rising, until it stopped over the place where the child was. 10When they saw that the star had stopped, they were overwhelmed with joy. 11On entering the house, they saw the child with Mary his mother; and they knelt down and paid him homage. Then, opening their treasure chests, they offered him gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh. 12And having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own country by another road. 

The story of the Magi coming to worship Jesus is a familiar one to us. Epiphany occurs twelve days after we celebrate Christmas, but most of us think of the nativity scene as including both shepherds and wise men. Today’s text from Matthew mentions no shepherds and Luke’s text mentions shepherds but no wise men. Luke emphasizes that God comes to the lowly, the nameless, the impoverished, people like shepherds, or common folk like Mary and Joseph, while Matthew emphasizes that God comes to outsiders; God’s chosen Savior shows up right under the noses of God’s chosen people (as my mom would say, “if it was a snake it would have bit you.”), and at first nobody realizes it, then later when they do realize it they try to kill him.
If we take a good hard look at the way God works at Epiphany, we may experience our own Epiphany. An epiphany, according to Webster, is a sudden manifestation or realization of the essential meaning of something, and the essential meaning of something is none other than truth. Jesus declares himself to be the Truth in the book of John. So while we can have many epiphanies (little e) in our lives, coming to know Christ is the greatest of all epiphanies, hence an Epiphany (with a capital E). 

There is a tendency among religious folks to think that they have a monopoly on Truth. Someone has an encounter with God – an Epiphany – and then great effort goes into preserving the sanctity of that encounter. Examples: Moses receives the Law from God, and the children of Israel and their descendents take that gift from God and enshrine it. The prophet Mohammed receives a revelation from God which he transcribes in a book called the Koran, and the followers of Mohammed make it a point to live precisely according to the precepts defined in that book. We Christians do the same – God reveals himself to us in Jesus Christ, a person, and we determine which books and letters written by evangelists and witnesses accurately convey the meaning of this encounter with God, then we make those documents the premise of our sermons (case in point). Our intentions as Rabbis or Priests or Imams or Pastors is good – we seek to accurately convey God to others – but what may start as good intention can easily turn corrupt, as the religious authorities lose sight of God’s intention and turn to simply enforcing rules. You know how this can go awry: Do you know any supervisors who have a list of criteria that all employees must adhere to? That criteria becomes Holy Scripture, and the supervisor becomes God’s appointed judge. To illustrate how this authority issue can reach heights of absurdity, let me tell you about something that happened when I was in the Army. In our motor pool, the area where all our trucks and jeeps were kept, an officer was inspecting one day, and he came to a row of vehicles and noticed that some vehicles had a chalk block (that is a wedge-shaped chunk of rubber designed to keep a vehicle from rolling freely) behind the left-rear wheel while others had it behind the right-rear wheel. Now in the army, uniformity is relished; we wear the same uniform, eat the same food, carry the same equipment and store it in the same way. So this officer makes it a new mandate that from now on, chalk blocks must be placed behind the left rear wheel of a vehicle. So the word passed down to the enlisted men and you can be sure there was full compliance; every vehicle in that motor pool had a chalk block behind the left rear wheel. The problem was that another mandate that preceded the current mandate was that all vehicles face the same direction, and the motor pool was not a  level patch of ground, nor was it a steady incline. In fact it was shaped like a bowl. So now vehicles that were facing downhill had chalk blocks behind the left rear wheel, hence defeating the entire purpose of said chalk block. No one questioned the officer’s order, and you can be sure that all the NCOs enforced the implementation of that mandate.   

Sometimes being the enforcer of rules can itself corrupt us. Give your ten-year-old daughter the authority to make sure that her little brother cleans his bedroom and see what happens. That bedroom becomes immaculate, always. Little Timmy will only be allowed to take out one toy at a time and will have to neatly store that toy away before bringing out another toy, and his big sister will be greatly entertained with her new duty, making it a point to always be monitoring Timmy’s room. How about at the job site? Anyone you know who does everything by the book and ensures that you do, too?
You could say that when Jesus was born, the religious authorities had their noses in the book. Three wise men come to Jerusalem asking where the king of the Jews is, and the authorities consult the book and say, “In Bethlehem.” They knew where it was supposed to take place, but they hadn’t taken their noses out of the book long enough to notice that he had come! 
No, it took some foreign scientist of another religion to notice that something big was happening in Judea. Think about how many times throughout history scientists have been discouraged from proclaiming their theories or their discoveries on account of resistance from the religious sector. Copernicus was dissuaded from proclaiming that the earth revolved around the sun because the religious authorities believed it to be the other way around, and to proclaim that the earth was not the center of the universe would be blasphemous. Quite a few well-meaning Christians have run into some conflict with some members of the scientific community these days over such theories as evolution. I say these Christians are well-meaning because they believe that some of the tenets of evolution theory are contrary to the word of God as they interpret it. Some Christians see folks who practice anything other than their form of Christianity as being hell-bound in a hand basket. What does this story about the Magi say to us? Here we have ancient scientists who, by looking at the movement of heavenly bodies, determine that a great king has been born – they may not have understood the full implications of Jesus’ birth, but somehow they could see from observing nature that someone great was being born. We might expect that it would be the pastors and the priests and other “holy” people who would tell us the great new of a new king, but instead God makes the birth of the Christ child known to scientists! 
And if that wasn’t crazy enough, he makes it known to Gentiles! Couldn’t the God of the Jewish people arrange things so that at least it was a Jewish scientist who figures out the significance of this bright star? It may have been a very good thing that the significance of this star was not discerned by the wise men of Judea, because if they had told King Herod what the meaning of the Star happened to be, Herod would have sent out soldiers to kill Jesus sooner than he actually did. 

My point here is not to debase the Jewish people so much as it is to applaud how God draws all men to himself. Our Old Testament reading makes this radical point: the God of Israel will draw all humanity, not just the people of Israel, but those from far distant lands, unto himself. He will draw to him Arabs and Greeks and Africans and people from cultures that weren’t even known the people of Israel. What are the implications of this? If God can make his self-revelation known to “outsiders” before the insiders have a clue, could it be possible that people outside of our own faith community, our own culture, a non-Christian, may do a better job of recognizing God’s actions than Christians do? That the study of science may lead a person into faith, that people can see the wondrous acts of God by carefully observing nature? 

I used to bemoan the fact that so few people are Biblically literate – I mean, I went through Lutheran confirmation class, a two-year course of study,  and it was hell at times – we had exams, and we had to memorize long phrases, paragraphs, and be able to write them verbatim – I’m sure the pastor cared more that we understood the basics of the Christian faith, but I think he settled for us memorizing answers in order to “pass” the class. And after all that memorization, and all those hours of coursework, all that reading, nothing that I learned kept me in the church. Prior to Confirmation I was treated like a child coming to church – in other words I had no choice about going to church; my parents forced me to go. But when I was confirmed, I was technically old enough to make decisions about attending church on my own, and my choice was a simple one (Hmmm…sleep in late followed by watching some TV over a leisurely breakfast or wake up early, get dressed up and attend a boring worship service? I opted for the former.
My point is that study of scripture does not necessarily bring one to faith, while the study of stars might. There are not a few Christians who believe that the most effective way to bring a person to believe in Jesus Christ is to painstakingly explain the Bible to them. “The Bible says this…the Bible says that…” The wise men came from religious tradition that were much different from the religious tradition of the Jews, yet it was them, and not the Jewish theologians or scholars, who saw the signs of a Savior’s birth and who traveled to a distant foreign land to honor that Savior.
