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Sherlock Holmes and Dr. Watson decide to go camping, and they pitch their tent
under the bright stars. During the night, Holmes wakes Watson and says: “Watson, look
up at the stars and tell me what you deduce.” Watson says: “I see billions and billions of
stars, some of which certainly have planets very like our own. | deduce that humankind
is not alone in the universe.” Sherlock Holmes groans and says, “Watson, you idiot,
somebody stole our tent!”

St. Matthew tells us that Magi from the East studied the night sky and made a
deduction. They were probably Zoroastrians, and they were probably astrologers...the
first-century equivalent of scientists. There has been much debate over what they might
have seen in that night sky. Haley’s Comet appeared in 12 B.C., but that would have
been very early for this story. The brilliant star might have been a supernova. More
likely is the fact that the planets Jupiter and Saturn were in conjunction with each other
three times in 7 B.C. Since Jupiter was the ‘royal’ or kingly planet, and Saturn was
sometimes thought to represent the Jews, the conclusion may have been that a new king
of the Jews was about to be born.

In any case, the Magi were made curious, and set off on an arduous journey.
Curiosity is an essential factor in the spiritual quest. You can’t arrive anywhere unless
you begin to travel, and you can’t travel unless you want to know what’s at the end of the
road. You may be a homebody with no interest in seeing the Great Wall of China, but
you can’t be incurious about the ways of God and expect to develop a Faith of any saving
consequence. Curiosity is the bedrock of any pilgrimage to know and serve the Lord.

You have to hand it to those Zoroastrians...we don’t know if there were three or
thirty, we only know they brought three gifts...but on the basic of a phenomenon
witnessed in the sky they undertook a brutally long journey to a foreign land. Scholars
think they would have arrived eighteen to twenty-four months after Jesus’ birth, though
we conflate Matthew’s account with the Gospel of Luke and have everyone gathering
around the manger all at once, which makes for a better Christmas Creche. The Magi let
their curiosity get the best of them, and off they went on pilgrimage.

| wonder how Fr. Ni ended up a priest in the Episcopal Church, which is what is
going to happen to him next Saturday at St. John’s when Bishop Bruno lays apostolic
hands on him. Fr. Ni was born in Shanghai where no one has ever even heard of an
Episcopalian. He was first exposed to fundamentalist Christianity, and while it provided
his first Faith steps, proved ultimately unsatisfactory. He eventually made his way to
England, where, in the course of his studies, he was drawn to the Anglican Church. 1
won’t tell any more of his story because it is not mine to tell, but he must have been as
curious as any Zoroastrian astrologer to have arrived to minister in our midst. He
couldn’t possibly have predicted this course for his life, or the ways in which God would
lead and challenge and use him, and he’s very fortunate that Alison has stuck with him
for the journey!

When has God stirred your curiosity and how have you pursued knowledge of the
Lord? When have you engaged the rigors and difficulties of a genuine pilgrimage to



know and love the Lord, and how have you been changed and surprised? Good enough
questions for the start of a New Year, as surely God is not done with you yet.

As people of a variety of denominations and religions increasingly meet and
interact there are now frequent conversations about how to relate to people of other
faiths. People are often labeled as exclusivist, inclusivist or pluralist, none of which seem
entirely satisfactory ways to approach the deeply held feelings and convictions of others.

In today’s Gospel the Zoroastrians seek counsel from the wise leaders of the Jews.
These gentiles have to wrestle with the Jewish Scriptures to discover the epiphany God
has sent to them in Jesus. The Jewish priests and scribes are not only useful but essential,
and its an awfully good thing the Magi weren’t exclusivists, and were willing to find
wisdom where wisdom could be found. They didn’t stick around until Jesus grew up.
They weren’t baptized. They did not become Jews or Christians or disciples. They
remain Magi, pay homage to Christ, and go home. Christians who worry about Harry
Potter books may be over reacting. Wisdom comes in surprising ways and places, if we
only demonstrate sufficient curiosity and a willingness to engage in pilgrimage.

The Magi, who must have imagined a newborn king would be found in Herod’s
palace, remain open-minded, listen to the Jewish scribes, and proceed from Jerusalem
nine miles south to Bethlehem. After all that long journey they had missed their goal by
nine miles because of their assumptions regarding class and status, but the Scriptures
guide them finally to a peasant hope for the future; a modest future which is not at all
about security and prosperity but rather all about trust and faith, neighborliness and
generosity. There are no great palaces in the peasant’s future, no conquering armies.
Instead, spears will be turned to pruning hooks, and swords into plowshares for field-
work. Their curiosity has taken them to a strange place none of them could have
predicted.

Christians have said that the arrival of the Magi during Christ’s infancy was a sign
that Christ came for all people...for every person Christ burns as a bright star, a sign and
ensign of God. Later Christians made the inclusivity of Matthew’s story yet more
explicit by associating the Magi with the three racial groups then known. One of the
Magi was Caucasian, another Asian, yet another African. It is a reiteration that, whoever
you are, whatever your circumstance, God has come for you in Christ. God has come for
us across the divide of our differences.

The metaphor of the Magi tells us that we must respond to the Sign. We must
become curious and decide to embark on an arduous and challenging journey to find the
Lord. Even doing our best we’ll probably end up nine miles off course, beguiled by our
prejudices and pretensions and our desire for security and prosperity. Most of us will
look in the wrong place. The Scriptures can help put us back on course.

When we do arrive before Jesus in humble Bethlehem, when we bow our knees
and present our gifts in genuine and fulsome worship, when we see God in the peasant,
and understand that hope resides in those places a peasant might conceive of hope rising,
and not in conquest, and not in palaces; then our lives might be changed. The Magi left
for their own country by another road. They did not return by the same route.

Everything was irrevocably altered.

To commit yourself to Jesus is to be changed. We do not believe in Jesus, we
follow Him. The road will be arduous. This is always a surprise to people who begin to
casually attend church. It is a surprise that we are not here to provide them with a



pleasant experience. We are not here to offer warm family feeling and good time
fellowship, though enough of that happens to sustain us. We are here to challenge and
provoke one another to take God seriously, and to change who we are in consequence.
Some wander away when they discover this is what any genuine church is actually about.
Others become curious.
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for the Gentiles and all of humankind was made known in former generations, so in our
generation we may instruct those who are stirred by curiosity and moved to make
pilgrimage as to how they might know and love the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. GFW+



