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Living God, may your word be proclaimed and may we claim it with joy for our lives today. 
Continue to speak to us through my words or in spite of them. Amen. 
 
Matthew 2:1-12 
 
After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in the territory of Judea during the rule of King Herod, magi 
came from the east to Jerusalem. 2 They asked, “Where is the newborn king of the Jews? We’ve 
seen his star in the east, and we’ve come to honor him.” 
 
3 When King Herod heard this, he was troubled, and everyone in Jerusalem was troubled with 
him. 4 He gathered all the chief priests and the legal experts and asked them where the Christ 
was to be born. 5 They said, “In Bethlehem of Judea, for this is what the prophet wrote: 
 
6 You, Bethlehem, land of Judah, 
        by no means are you least among the rulers of Judah, 
            because from you will come one who governs, 
            who will shepherd my people Israel.”[a] 
 
7 Then Herod secretly called for the magi and found out from them the time when the star had 
first appeared. 8 He sent them to Bethlehem, saying, “Go and search carefully for the child. 
When you’ve found him, report to me so that I too may go and honor him.” 9 When they heard 
the king, they went; and look, the star they had seen in the east went ahead of them until it stood 
over the place where the child was. 10 When they saw the star, they were filled with joy. 11 They 
entered the house and saw the child with Mary his mother. Falling to their knees, they honored 
him. Then they opened their treasure chests and presented him with gifts of gold, frankincense, 
and myrrh. 12 Because they were warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they went back to 
their own country by another route. 
 
 
Friends, it’s a new year. We finally flipped the page from 2020 into 2021, and I’m not sure I’ve 
ever seen such giddy excitement about this one-digit change in how we write our dates. It seems 
like everyone is just so ready to put the mess of 2020 behind us in the hopes that 2021 will be the 
fresh start we need. I’m not sure our calendar system really functions as a magical restart button 
for life, but I can appreciate the sentiment. We all need the hope of something new, something 
better… so it’s a new year, a new day for us all. 
 



In the context of that hope, I hesitate to say this, but I’m going to do so anyway: 2020 actually 
wasn’t all bad. I know we want to put it behind us and forget this year ever happened, but hear 
me out. In the midst of the dumpster fire that raged this year, there were surprising, encouraging 
moments too.1 This was the year we all discovered our capacity for creativity, responding to 
forced limitations with out-of-the-box thinking and technological innovation, advancements that 
are here to stay (even in the Church). This was the year when charitable giving and volunteerism 
rose, when the question “How can I help?” was actually the leading search term on Google in 
those early days of the pandemic. This was the year when science shined, proving that incredibly 
effective vaccines can be developed in record-breaking time when we put our mind and 
resources toward it. This was the year when millions of people engaged in social justice 
movements, rising up in Black Lives Matter protests, working tirelessly on voter registration 
drives, filling out our reading lists with eye-opening books about equity and privilege, and facing 
uncomfortable truths about how far we still have to go. This was the year when we all slowed 
down, spending more time at home and connecting with loved ones — even if those connections 
weren’t in-person — and finally exploring the simple pleasures of life like walks outside, 
reading, gardening, baking sourdough bread, and star gazing. 
 
A couple of weeks ago, one of those star gazing opportunities came up. Many of you joined in, 
as we heard about this rare moment when Jupiter and Saturn would appear to kiss in our night 
sky, forming what was colloquially referred to as the “Christmas star.”2 I ventured outside that 
night to catch a glimpse, but alas… it was a bust. Too many clouds coupled with my 
undeveloped star gazing skills made for a disappointing evening. I’m not a good star gazer. I 
want to be. I try over and over again, when I hear about moments like this. I even downloaded 
one of those apps to help me, but when I look up there, I can’t tell the difference between stars 
and satellites, much less identify any of the constellations or big deal stars. Given my lousy 
astronomical ability, I am particular impressed by our scripture reading today. I can’t even 
distinguish one star from another, but these Magi? They followed a star miles and miles across 
foreign countries until they found the Christ child… and all without a fancy app to assist. 
 
As the Gospel of Matthew tells this part of the story, mysterious Wise Ones from the East 
noticed a star in the sky, and they were convinced it would lead them to a child king. The gospel 
writer doesn’t give us a lot of detail about these Magi. It’s not really clear who they were, where 
they came from, or even how many there were — despite that catchy carol that crops up this time 
of year. Biblical scholars suggest the Magi came from Persia where they practiced a religion 
known as Zoroastrianism, possibly as priests.3 If so, there’s a good chance the caravan traveling 

 
1 For a great take on this, check out the Kelly Corrigan Wonders podcast episode on December 28, 2020 — “Ten Strangely 
Encouraging Takeaways from 2020” https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/kelly-corrigan-
wonders/id1532951390?i=1000503741426 
2 https://www.space.com/great-conjunction-jupiter-saturn-2020-fun-facts 
3 For more exploration of the Magi, check out: Courtney Roberts, The Star of the Magi: the Mystery That Heralded the 
Coming of Christ (Franklin Lakes: New Page Books, 2007). And: S A. Nigosian, The Zoroastrian Faith: Tradition and Modern 
Research (Montreal, Que.: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1993). 

https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/kelly-corrigan-wonders/id1532951390?i=1000503741426
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/kelly-corrigan-wonders/id1532951390?i=1000503741426
https://www.space.com/great-conjunction-jupiter-saturn-2020-fun-facts


to Bethlehem included women practitioners of the religion as well as men. They were the 
scholars of their day and centered their studies around astrology and dreams. Their religion had 
their own prophecies about miraculous births of prophets and a savior, and they believed those 
divine births were revealed by reading the stars. Perhaps that’s who these Magi were, or perhaps 
they were other mysterious, wise foreigners. Perhaps those details don’t really matter. 
 
As the story unfolds, these Magi follow the star to Jerusalem where they meet King Herod and 
naively inquire if he knows where this new king of the Jews might be found. Probably not a great 
question to ask an insecure, paranoid man. Out of seeming concern for “national security” — or, 
at least, his own security — Herod consults with his advisors and then calls the Magi to a secret 
meeting. He sends them to Bethlehem under the guise of shared religious piety, telling them to 
find the baby and report back so that he too could worship this child. As astute readers, we know 
this is all subterfuge, for Herod’s real motivation was to eliminate this threat and hold on to his 
perceived power by any means necessary. 
 
It’s not really clear if the Magi saw through the desperate politician’s deception or not, but they 
went on to Bethlehem and found Jesus with his mother Mary. They gave this toddler lavish, if 
impractical, gifts and honored him as a king. And then, as seems fitting for these mysterious 
astrologers, they divine a message in a dream that tells them to thwart Herod’s evil plot and 
return home by another way. So they do. 
 
I feel like I say this all the time, but I love this story. Perhaps it’s just scripture in general I love, 
but when I spend time with this story, with its mystery and wonder, its adventure and political 
intrigue… I’m captivated. It’s this great story about the ways God is at work beyond our pre-
conceived, narrow conceptions. We have this Christmas narrative of love incarnate birthed in our 
world — already a surprising story in terms of the who and where of this child’s birth. And then 
we get to Epiphany, where we see this story of love continue by crossing all sorts of geographic, 
cultural, and even religious barriers so that we might finally start to understand: This is a story of 
Good News, but it’s not just for us… it’s for all people. The Magi, these pagan foreigners, these 
outsiders — they’re the ones who noticed what was happening. They’re the ones who had the 
courage to see where the signs would lead. They’re the ones who worshipped an infant king they 
shouldn’t have even known existed and at a time when very few others recognized his divinity. 
They’re the ones who God blessed and spoke to in a dream. For all we know, these Magi 
returned home and continued on as pagan astrologers, but in this moment they’re the ones who 
get it. They understood God’s truth long before the rest of us caught up. 
 
My love for this story also stems from its daring political commentary. From the opening lines, 
the gospel writer frames this as a tale of two kings, both who claim the title “King of the Jews.” 
This isn’t just a tale of worshipping the Christ child. This is a dramatic scene of power and 
politics playing out as it always does. There are those who hold the power, even if it’s through 



tyranny and despotic rule, and they are loathe to give it up. And then there’s the threat to that 
rule, in this instance in the form of an innocent child. The current king is already paranoid about 
rivals toppling him from his throne, so he does what insecure, egotistical power-mongers have 
always done: Rather than let things play out fairly, he sets out to rid himself of the competition, 
even if it means resorting to deception and violence. It’s a story as old as time, one that repeats 
itself to this day for, in the words of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., "History is the long 
and tragic story of the fact that the privileged groups seldom give up their privileges 
voluntarily.”4 This story is a story of the revelation of God against the familiar backdrop of 
power and politics, but it doesn’t unfold how we expect it to do so. The Magi, our leading 
characters in this tale, refuse to play along. They withdraw consent, choosing to align themselves 
with the King of all people instead of the desperate despot. It’s a great story juxtaposing these 
two responses to Christ’s birth — those who fear what it might mean for the carefully 
constructed structures of power and oppression, and those who recognize this Child as the 
embodiment of all for which they had searched and hoped, of all they had dreamed. 
 
We’ve spent the past six weeks on a journey, discovering what it means to be THOSE WHO 
DREAM through the stories and people that surround the nativity. On this final Sunday of that 
journey, the Magi share another important lesson with us, that it is not enough to simply be 
dreamers — we must follow those dreams where they lead, even and especially when the journey 
leads us down unknown paths filled with opposition and trials. They remind us that THOSE 
WHO DREAM… persevere. In yet another instance of the frustrating lack of details Matthew’s 
gospel offers us, we don’t know how long these Magi from the East followed the star. It’s 
possible they traveled for quite a while, as the gospel account after this story suggests Jesus was 
already a couple of years old when all of this unfolded. If so, that means these dreamers were on 
their journey for years, searching and trusting the sign of the star would lead them. We would 
have understood if they gave up — this wasn’t even their own king they were seeking! And yet, 
they persisted, believing in those dreams so much that they were willing to commit to the 
journey and pursue God’s dreams along the way — all of God’s dreams, the prophecies, 
assurances, and warnings alike. These unlikely disciples were the most faithful of all, 
persevering until they saw those dreams made flesh. 
 
Perseverance seems like a fitting theme upon which to begin this new year. I said earlier that 
there were some gifts of 2020, and there were. I suggest that we were gifted dreams this past 
year, dreams of hope and health, dreams of love and mutual care, dreams of peace and justice, 
dreams of surprising joy. We saw signs of those dreams, and we celebrate that gift. Even still, 
many of us are eager to leave 2020 behind, as it was also a difficult, hard year to endure. It feels 
like perhaps we’ve finally reached the place where the star shines. We want that to be true. We 
want to bask in the goodness of Christ and stay here awhile. And yet. This year isn’t so different 

 
4 Martin Luther King, Jr. “Letter from a Birmingham Jail” (1963). 
http://okra.stanford.edu/transcription/document_images/undecided/630416-019.pdf  

http://okra.stanford.edu/transcription/document_images/undecided/630416-019.pdf


from that ancient near East world of 2,000 years ago. Danger still lurks. The powerful are still 
threatened. God is still speaking to us through dreams. Perhaps God is even still saying, “Go 
home by another way.”  
 
As much as we might want to do so, we cannot erase this past year from our collective memory. 
2020 has changed us. We can’t un-know what we now know. There’s no going back the same 
way we came. We can try, but it will only put us back in the path of deception, violence, and 
preservation of power at all costs. The way home is another way, a way we didn’t travel to get 
here, a way that requires us to continue dreaming God’s dreams and courageously following to 
see where those dreams lead. 
 
Friends, this year isn’t going to be easy. We’ve been warned that we’re in for a “dark winter” as 
this pandemic continues to ravage our communities. We see the glaring inequities all around us, 
and they won’t go away overnight or without really hard work. Our lives are not going to “return 
to normal” this year, but perhaps that too is a gift.  
 
Many are setting “new year’s resolutions” right now. I’m not generally a fan of that practice, 
mostly because of the ways those resolutions too often perpetuate harmful ideas about our 
unworthiness, instead of rooting us in our God-given belovedness. Even still, I could get behind 
the resolution of the Magi for this year, a commitment to take up the journey and persevere 
through the unknown, trusting that God is leading us and is with us along the way. For months 
now, we’ve been invited to dream God’s dreams and dream a new world. Now, this year, we’re 
invited to walk it out, to let the dreams guide our steps on a new path, a path that doesn’t simply 
hope for health and happiness but instead chooses to prioritize mutual care and compassion over 
the rampant individualism that has held us back for so long. We are invited to travel a new path 
that doesn’t simply speak of peace and justice in theory but instead chooses to withdraw consent 
to the tyrannical reign of empire even when it might mean relinquishing our own power and 
privilege. We are invited to travel a new path of faith that doesn’t simply go through the religious 
motions that comfort us but instead chooses to be disrupted and disturbed by a God who 
demands we change. This year, we are invited to live out those God-given dreams and travel a 
new way. 
 
Friends, it’s a new year. We’d like it to be easy travels from here on out, but it won’t be. The 
road ahead is hard, and we’ll be tempted to take some shortcuts but they won’t lead us where we 
need to go. God is inviting us to continue to dream, to follow the star-signs all around us, seeking 
the One who changes everything. May we have the courage this year to be THOSE WHO 
DREAM. 
 
Would you join me in praying the prayer printed in your bulletin and showing on the screen?5 

 
5 Prayer written by Sarah Are of Sanctified Art https://www.sanctifiedart.org 

https://www.sanctifiedart.org/


God, I love to worship you when the stars are bright above me. 
I love to worship you when the sky is clear, and the breeze just right. 
I love to worship you when the journey to Bethlehem is an easy one.  
Unfortunately, as you know, this journey of life, love, and faith is rarely easy.  
Now and again, the stars disappear. 
My feet get blisters, and the journey is far too long and lonely. 
On these days, forgive me for giving up quickly. 
Forgive me for allowing the dream to die and for taking the shortcut home.  
I want to be as brave as the Magi. 
I want to persevere. 
Guide my feet. Show me the stars. Amen.  
 
 
My friends, Epiphany is Good News! Christ came into this world for all of us, and Christ invites 
us to a new way, a way of life and love and faith, a way filled with possibilities we’ve only 
dreamed of. Let’s see where it takes us this year. 
 


