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Where Are the Wise Men Now?
Isaiah 60:1-7; Matthew 2:1-12

I have always liked the Wise Men.  Even though scholars suggest that
they probably did not arrive in Bethlehem until Jesus was about two years old,
I still like having them in the manger scene.  They lend dignity and prestige
to that otherwise messy scene with the sheep and cows and smelly straw.
Their robes are always so elegant and their gifts extravagant.  These
mysterious men from the East ramp up the drama of Jesus’ birth by pulling
Herod into the story, stirring up the residents of Jerusalem, and then skipping
town by slipping out the back way.

Epiphany celebrates the visit of the Wise Men, but not because they
brought such luxurious gifts to the Baby Jesus.  To the contrary, it is because
of the gift the baby Jesus gave to the Wise Men that we honor them on
Epiphany.  They represent God manifesting himself to the rest of the world–to
us!  It is the gift of God’s grace that we celebrate.  Up to this point, Jesus was
sent only to the Jews.  The Messiah was promised to the Hebrew people and
Jesus was the fulfillment of that promise made long ago to the children of
Israel.  With the coming of the Wise Men, however, Jesus was no longer
Savior of the Jews alone.  Other people in the world had seen the star hailing
his birth and had come to pay him homage.  Jesus had come for all the
people of all the world.  Epiphany!

So I like the Wise Men.  As if the limits of our faith had not been
stretched enough with prophets, angels, and a Virgin Birth, the Wise Men
came along to stake their claim on the Messiah’s blessings.  First century
Jews might have taken offense at the suggestion that the Messiah was not
exclusively theirs, but twenty-first century Gentiles can rejoice that God was
not stingy with his grace.  I like the Wise Men.

I like the Wise Men.  I like the fact that they went to Herod and got him
all stirred up about this child born to be king of the Jews.  People in positions
of power need to be reminded every now and again that their power is not
unlimited.  They need to be reminded that there is an authority greater than
theirs.  The so-called “Arab Spring” that the world witnessed this past year
was such a wake-up call for powers-that-be as were the protests in our own
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country.  Unfortunately the response of challenged power is often fear and
that fear most often reacts with violence.  Herod was no exception, but the
Wise Men reminded him that his was an earthly power but there was another
who possessed divine authority.

I like the fact that the Wise Men left the capital city of Jerusalem and
traveled the nine dusty miles to the humble town of Bethlehem.  They did not
let any preconceived notions about where a king could or could not be born
determine their destination.  I like the fact that when they finally arrived they
paid homage to the child.  Important men with deep saddle bags and
impressive credentials knelt before a toddler and acknowledged that he was
divine.  A truly wise person can be humble in the presence of new life and the
wonder of a child.  I like the Wise Men.

I like the Wise Men.  We know from Matthew’s story that like many other
characters in the Bible, they also had a dream from God.  They were warned
that Herod was up to no good and they should return home by a different
route.  I don’t know how many roads there were heading back East in those
days, but they found one and slipped away before Herod knew it.

I like the Wise Men, but I am also bothered by them.  I like their
willingness to listen to God’s warning and defy Herod, but I am bothered that
we never hear from them again.  What happened to them?  Where did the
Wise Men go?  What did they do?  Given their excitement over seeing the star
and finding the child, I would expect them to return home to Persia and tell
everyone they knew about this wondrous child born to be a king.  I would
expect them to encourage other people to make the trek to Bethlehem so that
they could meet the child for themselves.  I would expect them to somehow
follow his life and perhaps return for what they would expect to be the
coronation ceremony.  But they don’t!  At least not that we know about.  We
never hear from them again.

There is nothing but silence from the East.  No messages.  No letters.
No Christmas cards detailing what has happened over the year and
wondering how the young boy is growing.  No caravans stopping by to
mention that they had heard about this star-blessed child.  There is nothing
from these Wise Men.  Where are they?

What happened?  Were they frightened by the dream and afraid that
Herod might follow them and do them harm?  Did they wonder if this child was
an omen of disaster instead of good?  Or were they put off by the humble
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circumstances of his birth and decided that he was not their kind of king after
all?

Old Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann points out that the notion
of three wealthy sages from the East coming to Jerusalem was not unique to
Matthew.  Isaiah 60 (which we read earlier) was a poem recited to Jews when
they returned from exile to a burned-out Jerusalem in the late-6th century B.C.
In the midst of despair and hopelessness, the poet invited people to look to
the heavens for a star that would signal hope.  “Arise, shine; for your light has
come,” he announced.  He painted a word-picture of a revitalized Jerusalem,
a hub of commerce and prosperity, which would draw people from every
nation under the sun.  Jerusalem would rise to the level of prominence fitting
for the city of God.  The Wise Men knew about that vision of hope.  They
came looking for the child-king who would fulfill it.

Not being much of a Bible reader himself, Herod was not at all familiar
with this passage.  The notion of a rival king spooked him, however, and he
called a conference of religious scholars and asked them to explain the
prophesy to him.  Without a moment’s hesitation, one of them piped up and
said, “You have it all wrong.  The birth of our Messiah is not described in
Isaiah 60.  You need to read further to the prophesy of Micah.  And they
recited the correct text for him: “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.”  They told Herod that the Wise Men had
the wrong city and needed to head over to Bethlehem.

Herod was afraid of another king regardless of age or hometown, but
the Wise Men no doubt caught the significance of the change in venue.
Isaiah spoke of the prosperity and power of Jerusalem, but Micah announced
that the Messiah would come from humble means.  He would not be
concerned with power and wealth; instead, he would seek the well-being of
his people by attending to their needs.  He would rule, not as a king, but as
a shepherd of his people.1

Do you think that those magi went away thinking that the baby they had
just seen had no chance against all of the armies and influence of Herod and
the Roman Empire?  Instead of returning home with good news of a great joy,
do you suppose they returned home to wait and hear about the tragic defeat
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of this baby king?  When political ambitions are dashed, some people simply
want to go home and forget about it all.  The fact that Jesus would have
nothing to do with a military coup or political overthrow discouraged many a
would-be follower in his day.  Perhaps the Wise Men were disappointed after
all that this Messiah did not appear to have what it would take to be a real
king in a dangerous world.

Maybe the Wise Men figured they had done all they needed to do.  Like
shopping mall Santas handing out the candy canes before the stores close,
the Wise Men may have delivered their gifts and thought they had done a
good thing before going home.  They had fulfilled their mission.  They had
seen a wondrous thing and had a good story to tell.  But there were other
stars to watch, other journeys to take, and they needed to get on their way.

Maybe the Wise Men simply had better things to do than go back home
with a tale about a baby born in a stable who was to be the Deliverer of his
people.  Who would believe a story like that, after all?  They could have gone
back home to their star-gazing routines and forgot about who a baby can
become.  They could have ignored thoughts about the heavy-handedness of
Herod, the look of fear and anger in his eyes, and the false sweetness in his
voice when he suggested he would like to worship this baby himself.

I am bothered by the Wise Men who could leave such a wondrous
experience and tell no one about it.  I am bothered that they felt no
compulsion to return, no desire to inquire through the years, no interest in
being a part of the kingdom this unique child would bring into being.  I am
bothered that they seemed to care about Jesus no further than the expensive
gifts they offered to his parents.

I am probably bothered by the Wise Men because I see how easily we
slip into their role in the story.  It is easy for us to insert ourselves into the
Christmas story every year, a little out of place, but nevertheless looking good
in position.  We show up at Christmastime all excited about the lights and
presents and beautiful music.  Yet, when the pageantry is over and the star
is taken down, when our duty is done, we return to our regular lives until the
star rises again next December.

Where are the Wise Men Now?  Are they sleeping late, catching a few
extra winks on their only day off?  Are they out riding their camels, visiting with
other Wise Men, swapping stories of their adventures West and East?  Where
are the Wise Men?  Are they still gazing into the sky, hoping for a better, more
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appropriate Messiah?  Are they chasing other stars, amassing other fortunes,
consulting other kings, hoping to get the right town and the right child this
time?

The real heros in the story are the ones who stuck with Jesus.  Mary
and Joseph fell in love with their son and did everything needed to raise and
protect him through the years.  Simeon and Anna recognized the uniqueness
of this baby and praised God in the temple for keeping his promise to send
the Messiah.  The shepherds left the stable and told everyone they met about
this strange and wondrous birth.  I suspect even the innkeeper provided extra
linens and towels and may have eventually found a room in his inn for the
special young family.  Through the years, people who encountered Jesus
stayed with him, learned from him, ministered with him, and shared the Good
News about him.  They did not return home to another life.  Their home was
with him.

Every year we get at least one card with a sketch of the Wise Men on
it.  We did this year.  It said quite simply, “The Wise still seek him.”  Indeed
they do.  Those magi were sages, learned men from the East, astrologers
who interpreted history from the stars in the sky.  Yet the truly wise ones in
the story of Jesus are those people who encountered him and learned from
him, who were changed from within and unafraid of powers and dominions.
The truly wise are those who recognize the grace of God and stick with it
regardless of the consequences.  The wise ones still seek Jesus long after
the baby has become a man, the man has become a crucified redeemer, and
the crucified has become a resurrected Savior.  The truly wise ones are those
who find their home with Christ and do not leave.  Where are the Wise Ones
now?  Before me and behind me, all around me and beyond me.  The Wise
Ones are the faithful like yourselves who follow Christ instead of stars and
help to change lives instead of history.  That is your extravagant present to
the Christ Child!  Thanks be to God!



January 8, 2012 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

God of light, whose ways are unsearchable and whose love is
unbounded, as you once guided the steps of the Magi, we praise you this day
because you continue to lead us into your presence.  We are filled with joy
and gratitude because you have revealed again, to people of faith and for the
sake of the world you love, the splendor of your Word made flesh, the Christ
whom we proclaim as Wonderful Counselor, Prince of Peace, a light to the
nations, our Savior.  In his coming, we have the assurance that your light is
strong and your love is near.  Through the life that he brings to us, draw us
now, we pray, beyond the limits that this world imposes, beyond boundaries
of nation, class, race or gender, to the fulfillment of your promise, where your
Spirit makes all of life abundant and complete.  For this greatest gift you have
offered, O God, and for every good gift which comes from your merciful hand,
we offer our thanks and praise.

O Lord, as we look at our world, it is easy to become overwhelmed by
the need that we see.  So many of our own number are sick.  So many around
the world are hungry or homeless or suffer persecution and violence.  So
many more need the hope and light that you can bring to their lives.  We pray
for your guidance and healing and mercy.  Teach us to be diligent in working
to meet the needs of others, to be constant in our prayers, and to be faithful
in sharing the good news of your coming so that others might know the peace
and joy that you offer.

In this season of Epiphany, we stand in awe beside the manger which
cradles the promise of new life and  hopeful at the threshold of a new year.
Even as we seek to comprehend the breadth and length and height and depth
of your love for us through the gift of Jesus Christ, help us to see that you are
not a god created in our human image, but the Creator who seeks to
transform and mold us in your image.  Teach us to be merciful to one another
as you have shown us mercy and to love one another as you have shown us
how to love.  In the name of the One whose birth and life, and whose death
and resurrection bring us abundant life for today and hope for all our days to
come, we pray.  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


