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Text: Matthew 2:1-12


In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, wise men from the East came to Jerusalem, asking, "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." When King Herod heard this, he was frightened, and all Jerusalem with him; and calling together all the chief priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the Messiah was to be born. They told him, "In Bethlehem of Judea; for so it has been written by the prophet: '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.'" 


Then Herod secretly called for the wise men and learned from them the exact time when the star had appeared. Then 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." When 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. When they saw that the star had stopped, they were overwhelmed with joy. On 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. And having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own country by another road.


	—Matthew 2:1-12, nrsv


“Hitch your wagon to a star.” That phrase may bring reminiscences of a Broadway musical to a few of you. But it appears these words were first penned by Ralph Waldo Emerson way back in 1870.� In actuality, whether they knew it or not, that is what the magi did over two thousand years ago when they followed the light of a star and traveled westward out of their exotic lands to offer their gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh at the stable manger of a new-born monarch.


There is so much that is symbolized by Matthew’s story of the “Visitation of the Magi,” that it has been difficult for this preacher to know which path to pursue.


One possible approach is to emphasize the irony of the story. Here is the birth of a baby, a seemingly gentle event, which shakes up the biggest politician in Palestine, King Herod. It was the professor and preacher, Halford E. Luccock, who told the story of the young boy playing the part of a wise man in his church. He had only one line to speak. He was to approach the manger and announce, “Behold, we bring you gifts: gold, myrrh, and frankincense!” The night of the pageant the boy was nervous. He made it to the manger alright, but he struggled to remember his line. Finally, he blurted out, “Behold, we bring you gifts: God, mud, and circumstances.” Luccock pointed out that the boy may have been technically wrong, but he was theologically right. The birth of the baby Jesus was no meek and serene occasion. Jesus’ swaddling clothes were already stained with the mud of involvement in the world and even the circumstances of politics.�


Another approach may be to explore what legend and poetic license the text from Matthew has offered to us. This passage has greatly stimulated the imagination of the church. We sang We Three Kings of Orient Are as we began Worship this morning, but Matthew never mentions a number. Three gifts are specified, but not the number of visitors. Moreover, we call them “kings;” Matthew calls them “magi” (“sages,” or “wise men”). And we have given them names (Gaspar, Melchior, and Balthazar), and even skin colors. But, again, none of this is part of the text of Matthew’s story. Perhaps the evangelist intends to evoke such imaginings.�


Yet a third approach to preaching from today’s text could be to examine the story that the magi were warned in a dream not to return to Herod. And so, when they left Bethlehem to return to their respective lands, they went back a different way. There is the making of a sermon in itself: Those who encounter the Christ always return by a different way. They are always changed by that encounter.


There is yet another approach. It is inspired by a marvelous passage from Annie Dillard’s book, Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, in which she describes an experience of wonder:


About five years ago I saw a mockingbird make a straight vertical descent from the roof gutter of a four story building. It was an act as careless and spontaneous as the curling of a stem or the kindling of a star.


The mockingbird took a single step into the air and dropped. His wings were still folded against his sides as though he were singing from a limb and not falling, accelerating thirty-two feet per second per second through empty air. Just a breath before he would have been dashed to the ground, he unfurled his wings with exact, deliberate care, revealing the broad bars of white, spread his elegant, white-banded tail, and so floated onto the grass. I had just rounded a corner when his insouciant step caught my eye; there was no one else in sight. The fact of this free fall was like the old philosophical conundrum about the tree that falls in the forest. The answer must be, I think, that beauty and grace are performed whether or not we will or sense them. The best we can do is try to be there.�


Beauty and grace were present in the Christ child. Following the star, the magi were doing their best to “try to be there.”


Well, that’s another approach, and an appropriate one. The magi had “hitched their wagons—camels—to a star” and traveled west to “try to be there.” Have we? The Scripture says, “We have seen the star!” We, too, may have seen it, but, have we really made an effort to follow it? To “hitch our wagons” to it?


One of my favorite writings at this time of year is Phyllis McGinley’s Epiphany legend The Ballad of Befana. I have probably shared it with you in an Epiphany past; but it is well worth rehearing, for it may reflect the situation of too many of us:


Befana the Housewife, scrubbing her pane,


Saw three old sages ride down the lane,


Saw three gray travelers pass her door—


Gaspar, Balthazar, Melchior.


“Where journey you, sirs?” she asked of them.


Balthazar answered, “To Bethlehem,


For we have news of a marvelous thing.


Born in a stable is Christ the King.”


“Give him my welcome!”


Then Gaspar smiled,


“Come with us mistress to greet the Child.”


“O happily, happily would I fare,


Were my dusting through and I’d polished the stair.”


Old Melchior leaned on his saddle horn.


“Then send but a gift to the small Newborn.”


“Oh gladly, gladly I’d send Him one,


Were the hearthstone swept and my weaving done.


As soon as ever I’ve baked my bread,


I’ll fetch Him a pillow for His head,


And a coverlet too,” Befana said.


“When the rooms are aired and the linen dry,


I'll look at the Babe.”


But the Three rode by.


She worked for a day and a night and a day,


Then, gifts in her hands, took up her way.


But she never could find where the Christ Child lay.


And still she wanders at Christmastide,


Homeless, whose house was all her pride,


Whose heart was tardy, whose gifts were late;


Wanders and knocks at every gate,


Crying, “Good people, the bells begin!


Put off your toiling and let love in.”�


There is yet at least one final approach. And that approach is to emphasize the “outsider” status of the magi. It is not the “insiders”—the ones who are waiting for the coming of Messiah—who rush to Bethlehem. It is a bunch of common shepherds from the fields and these strange, exotic figures—goyim, Gentiles, outsiders—from the east who decide to traverse field and fountain, moor and mountain, to follow a star.


Sometimes we “insiders” become so familiar with the stories repeated around the Christmas and Epiphany seasons, so accustomed to the language of our faith, so lulled by their repetition, that we don’t fully appreciate the wonder of God’s action in the world.


A few years ago an American pastor attended a worship service at which there was a visitor from an African nation. The service proceeded as normal: the usual creed, the customary three hymns, the typical sermon, the normal administration of the Holy Communion. The American attending this service was satisfied, but not particularly moved or inspired. Therefore, he was surprised during the Communion to find his African friend’s cheeks stained with tears. This was especially unexpected, since he understood little English and would have comprehended only a small portion of the service. Afterwards the man told him that he had been feeling isolated and lonely in America, far from his family and his culture. The Sacrament of Holy Communion was a powerful experience for him because it gathered him into a communion which transcended distance and cultural separation. He experienced the presence of Christ in a way that the American pastor had completely missed that day, even though he was the “insider” to that service and his African friend was the “outsider.”�


Think of all those who are “outsiders” in our midst—the poor, those who are filled with questions and doubts, persons with AIDS, individuals who come from another community or culture, even our children—and remember that it is sometimes these very persons, like the magi from the East, who may be more attuned to the wonder of God’s action in the world than we are. Perhaps they can teach us the surprises present in our own faith. Perhaps they can help us hitch our wagons to that “star of wonder, star of light, star with royal beauty bright….”


It was Dante Alighieri over six hundred years ago in The Divine Comedy who declared, “If thou follow the star, thou canst not fail of a glorious heaven.”� So, if, like the magi, you too have seen the star, follow it. “Hitch your wagon to a star” and experience the wonder.


+ + + + + + + + + +


PRAYER


O God, you are the source of our life. By a star you led the magi to the place of wonder, and you lead us also by the light of your grace. When we are blind to that light, forgive us. When, like Herod of old, we are too fearful to welcome that light, forgive us. When we take that light for granted and have lost the capacity for wonder, forgive us. And, when we finally see the light and follow it, empower and sustain us in the joy of Christ. Amen.


+ + + + + + + + + +


December 31, 2006	Hitch Your Wagon to a Star	Page �








Footnotes


�	According to John Bartlett, Familiar Quotations [Fifteenth Edition] (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1980), p. 499:9. Note, the quote is from Emerson's Society & Solitude: “Civilization.”


�	Recounted by Thomas G. Long in Word and Witness, [Epiphany] January 6, 1987, Volume 11, Number 3(23), p. 4.


�	Raymond E. Brown suggests as much in The Birth of the Messiah (New York: Doubleday, 1977).


�	Annie Dillard, Tinker at Pilgrim Creek (New York: Harper & Row, 1974), pp. 7-8.


�	Phyllis McGinley, "The Ballad of Befana" in Eleanor Adams, The Little Book of Christmas (Garden City, NY: Nelson Doubleday, Inc., 1966), p. 51.


�	Recounted by Thomas G. Long in Word and Witness, loc. cit.


�	Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy [c.1310-1320], "Inferno," Canto XV.l.55; according to John Bartlett, op. cit., p. 141:10.








