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Epiphany Year B, 2009

Matthew 2:1-12
God seeking

Rev Robyn Boyd
Stars, astrologers and dreams – today we meet up with the fabulous story of the Magi, coming on the tails of the great story of Christmas – virgin birth, angels in the sky, God speaking in dreams, and now a  star leading a caravan of people over a long journey to rest above one single house. It sounds the stuff of fairytales, doesn’t it?  Hard  to believe?

The story has been further embellished by tradition – somewhere in the early centuries, these travellers became kings, their number became three and they were all male. And they were given names – Melchior, Balthazaar, and Caspar. None of this is in the biblical record – the ancient texts simply record Magi or wise men from the East coming to Jerusalem. Gender unspecified, number unspecified, ethnicity and  origin unspecified, no names. 

For many people the first question that pops into mind is “is this story true?” Just like Mary who pondered “how can this be?”  For the curious or skeptical mind wanting actual evidence, there can be no satisfying answer to those questions; and sometimes faith is stalled, or faith wanes. Besides tossing in Christianity, the saddest conclusion might be the demotion of Christ into that humanistic box of “great message, great values and ethics, great man”. And the possibility of Christianity as relationship with a living God through Jesus Christ fades; this great gift of relationship remains just beyond the boundaries of what one’s intellect and custom will allow.  But if we listen for the voice of God through the compilers of this Gospel, we can hear a call that goes to the heart of the true seekers, like a star showing the way. The questions that can really shine a light are:” “Why is this story told? How can this story speak to my life today? What can we hear God saying to us, to me, in this?”

It does well to recall what the writing or assembling of story   meant in the ancient world. This was an age and culture concerned more with meanings of events rather than with actual reporting of concrete details. The Gospels weren’t written as eye-witness biographies. Stories from the life of Jesus were told and retold over the decades after his death, within these communities of believers, with different perspectives and emphases developing from  different challenges and cultural and political circumstances of the different communities.  What was important or relevant  for one community to grapple with might have been different to the others.
For “Matthew” - or the community which assembled the writings  we know as the Gospel of Matthew fifty years or so after Jesus’ death – what was critically important was the growing identity of Jesus’ followers as Church, as family of Christ, inclusive of both Jew and Gentile: this gospel is written against a background of a Jewish-Christian group now experiencing an influx of believers coming from outside the Jewish faith. Keep in mind that it had been unthinkable for outsiders to be included in the faith of the one God.
Matthew’s story of the Magi, then, is pitched at a community coming to terms with Gentiles –outsiders to the faith – being included in God’s promises. Relationship with God was no longer an inclusive insider’s club which you automatically belonged to by birth. Right from the beginning of his Gospel, Matthew underlines that – where Luke includes lowly shepherds in his emphasis on inclusion of the poor and marginalized, Matthew’s  is the Gospel that goes straight to outsiders of the faith being included alongside the blood line of the Jews. Hence the long genealogy that begins the Gospel, which shows significant influence from Gentile women in the blood line. Both Jew and Gentile are part of God’s people. And now, the Magi, as Matthew’s first visitors called to the baby Messiah’s side. (No shepherds in Matthew’s story –it’s Luke who has the shepherds). 

 And this story would have been hugely offensive to a Jewish community.  We can miss that: these Magi were not only from outside the faith, but were astrologers, diviners; in common circles, even fortunetellers. Astrology was considered incompatible with God’s sovereignty. Matthew is shocking and really quite clever here- giving a strong, strong message of  the revelation of God to outsiders and his acceptance of them; outsiders who seek and find Jesus along non-conventional paths. 

For our mindset – a 21st century community not struggling with the issue of Gentile inclusiveness, this particular purpose of Matthew’s might seem irrelevant.  But we are part of an age or era, where there is no less seeking for meaning in life, and there are no less debates about who is and isn’t acceptable to God. Look at the split we have in our own worldwide Anglican Communion around women bishops, women priests (still!) and gay Christians.  What can these Magi tell us?

Essentially, the Magi are not seeking an institution, nor a palace of a king, nor an ideology or belief system –their destination is a person. They’re intuitively following a sign from God, following a star – God speaking to them from within their own frame of reference. These outsiders to the faith and to the institution of Church  were the ones truly seeking the Messiah, not like the religious big-heads whom they consulted in Jerusalem. Never mind that the revelation had come via a pagan practice and a natural phenomenon. These wandering Magi were led to God more by natural wonder than by dogmatic instruction, more by enquiring hearts and minds that were open to God’s revelation, than by any Scriptural knowledge. 
And in this whole story –the birth of Jesus, the Magi – it’s this God himself/herself taking the initiative, coming to us first, seeking us, breaking into our world and  inviting us to follow his light, be his friends and share his very life.

Here’s where this story can speak to us; and can speak particularly to the seekers of God, who don’t and won’t fit any moulds.  God, in his seeking out of us,  draws all sorts of people to himself by all sorts of routes and journeys, some quite unconventional, some quite outside what the religious establishment finds acceptable. In the Magi we see  a journey that doesn’t begin with church, or the established religion. It begins with God’s  own drawing of people to himself;  the revelation of himself in Jesus, and his reaching out to those outsiders in a way that speaks to them within their own culture and arena of learning. They respond, follow, they act on   the prompting of God; setting off on the journey with no  guarantees or assurances about where they are going, somewhere beyond the realms of their knowledge. Along the way, the Scriptures are consulted, but these Magi are essentially coming from a tradition which the institutional church of the time considered alien and pagan and just plain wrong. And from the perspective of that institution, they simply had no rights to move into the Hebrew religious world. Nor, in the end, as far as we know, were they gathered into the institutional structures of faith. But they believed, they found Jesus and they worshipped him.
How might this story speak to you? If you feel you are alienated and outside of what you think are the conventions of faith and this institution of Church, then you’re sitting right there with the Magi –they got to Jesus before any of the Church got there. And God herself showed them the way. 

Or is it critical for you to know absolutely whether this story happened in exactly this way? If that is the essence of your journey, God will make herself known to you in  ways that you can hear, if you’re  open to that; the strong invitation in this story is to be open to encountering God rather than to pin her down and fit her into the limited spaces of our mind and knowledge and the institution of Church. This is, after all, about relationship, our own persons in relationship with the person of God in Christ. It’s not about containing God in a neat box, able to be explained and fitted to our intellectual capacity.
Perhaps – as is the case for so many of us - your faith and relationship to the Church is conventional. Maybe this story can stretch us to consider the “unconventional”, a God with subversive and mysterious edges, who acts outside the comfortable boundaries we construct; who acts outside the rules we often make about who should be in and who should be out of the faith. This story is asking us to consider, to include,  modern day “gentiles” and outsiders whom God might be calling to believe alongside of us –people of different faith traditions, gay and lesbian people, people who won’t come near the Church, people with disabilities and mental illness. That list could go on. Let yourself be shocked by who might be on God’s list –it can’t be as shocking as the discovery of those first Jewish-Christian believers that God was calling Gentiles into his kingdom.
To finish – your take-home questions for reflection: How might the story of the Magi break into your life? Where does the story of your journey to Christ meet with that of the Magi, and so reveal more about this God you come to worship?
