
What kind of star 
 

     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  

 

 It seems like such an unlikely story. 

 It is hard for us to imagine what would motivate a person from a distant country, who 

was unaffiliated with the Jewish faith or culture, to undertake the long and dangerous journey 

to a place they had never seen, and for a purpose that was unclear.  What did they know of this 

child they were searching for? 

 It is one of the most intriguing stories in the New Testament—wise men (or magi) from 

the east who saw a star rising and followed it to Jerusalem, inquiring about a child born to be 

king of the Jews.   

 And yet we know so little for certain about the characters of this story:  what magi 

were, how many there were, where they came from, how they knew about the auspicious 

birth, what was the star exactly (a comet, a supernova?), why they brought the particular gifts 

they brought.  The best educated guesses suggest that they were either from Persia or most 

likely Babylon, where contact with exiles and familiarity with Hebrew prophecy might have 

sparked their interest in a Jewish king.  They seem to be a mixture of natural scientists, 

astronomers who observed the movement of stars and planets, and astrologers who read signs 

and interpreted dreams.  Although some maintain that the nature of their gifts, especially the 

frankincense and myrrh, suggest that they were Arabian, since this is the origin of those 

materials. 

 But in all the speculation about who or what they were; in their evolution from magi to 

kings; in all the folklore and legends that have grown up around them; even in all the 

ornamentation we have dressed them with in our own times, it is easy to overlook the very 

basic and simple role they play in this story.  They are outsiders, and from Matthew’s point of 

view specifically Gentile outsiders, who are drawn by some mysterious force to the Messiah.  



They were not part of the inner circle of religious leaders and scholars in Jerusalem.  But there 

was something about the hope and possibilities that the birth of this child seemed to offer that 

moved them to travel far out of their known territories and environment, and sacrifice in order 

to present the best they could offer.  Wherever it is that they came from, whether Arabia, 

Persia, or Babylon, they have made a long and difficult journey to honor and bring their gifts to 

a newborn child they did not know. 

Walter Brueggemann suggests that the passage from Isaiah 60 that we heard read this 

morning, may have had as much to do with their travel plans as star charts or the travel agent 

at the Baghdad AAA.   The setting of this prophetic poem from Isaiah is the city of Jerusalem 

some time around 580 B.C.E.  A few people were just beginning to return after about two 

generations of exile and they were rummaging around the charred ruins of the city looking for 

signs of hope, looking for some foundation, something to sustain their faith, something to which 

they could tether their disjointed lives now that the Temple had been destroyed. 

The prophetic poet offers them a vision of hope in the middle of their disaster:  “Arise, 

shine; for your light has come, and the glory of God has risen upon you.  . . . Nations will come 

to your light . . . the wealth of the nations shall be brought to you.  A multitude of camels shall 
cover you . . . they shall bring gold and frankincense.”   

The poem describes Jerusalem as a new center of prosperity and international trade.  

Perhaps the magi came expecting to be the first to pay tribute to the new big player in the 

global economy, the next leader of a super-power.  But when they finally make it to Jerusalem, 

instead of a new king whose policies will usher in a new age of peace and prosperity what they 

find is Herod, an old, power-hungry, and paranoid king, whose rule is based on exploitation, 

fear and the force of Roman legions who keep him on his throne.  When Herod hears this 

rumor about the birth of a new king, he is frightened.  And when this king feels threatened, it is 

bad news for all of Jerusalem, because Herod will do whatever it takes not only to preserve the 

status of Jerusalem, but even more, to perpetuate the power of his reign. 

So I have to ask again about what these pilgrims from the east, these spiritual seekers—

what did they discover at the end of their journey?  And again, we have to remember that 

wherever they came from, whoever they were, it is clear that they were outsiders, that they 

were not familiar with the rituals and practices and theological world view of the people of 

Israel.  So, what kind of an impression did this whole experience make on them?   

I have been thinking about this for the past few years, as I occasionally check in on 

studies by organizations like the Pew Research Center.  Maybe you have seen similar reports.  

They describe a growing segment of the American population that describes themselves as 

religiously unaffiliated.  They are called the “nones,” as in “none of the above.”  But for the 

most part, these are not out-and-out atheists or anti-religious people.  They have no quarrel 

with God (or no more than anyone else might).   One in five in this unaffiliated demographic 

even report that they pray.   

Like those pilgrims of Matthew’s story, they are not only unaffiliated but also unfamiliar 

with the traditions and rituals of the religious establishment, and with mainline churches like 

ours.  But also like those ancient pilgrims they are drawn to some form of connection with God 

or with a universal spirit—something larger than themselves.  There is something in them that 

recognizes that there is more to life and more to this world than getting and spending and 

accumulating; there is more than serving your own selfish wants and desires.   In their own way, 

many of them are following a kind of star they have seen, even if they don’t really know where 

it is heading or what they will discover, if anything at all, when they arrive.   



My question is, if that star were to lead them to this place, or to another Christian 

church, what would they find?   Would it lead them to a place like Jerusalem, with all the signs 

of prosperity and success, but at its core a place where power is based on fear?  Or would it 

lead to a place where outsiders might normally go, a place where they would feel welcome and 

at home, a place of community based not on fear and power, but in the suffering love of Christ? 

Walter Brueggemann reminds us that at the heart of this story in Matthew’s gospel, the 

most authentic reverence for the Christ-child comes from these outsiders, from the ones who 

knew the least about the rituals and rules and politics of the established religion of Jerusalem.   

We are called to reflect the light of Christ that has come into the world, to be a kind of 

star.  But what kind of a star are we, as individuals and as a congregation?  Are we the kind of 

star that leads people to an authentic encounter with Christ and with the change of life that 

Christ represents?  If people were to follow their star to this place, would they find that 

whatever gifts they bring are welcomed and honored?  Or are we the kind of star that when 

people follow it, they discover just another organization whose goal is nothing more than to 

perpetuate itself and its traditions and rules and programs and to preserve its status? 

What kind of star will we be in the coming year? 
 

Let us pray: 

 Living God, source of all wisdom,  

 we give thanks for the spiritual leaders of another place, another faith,  

 and the spirit that led them on a long journey  

 to find the child Jesus and offer their worship and their gifts.   

 May we be open to visitors from afar,  

 and all those who break into our closed world, 

 so that even in people and faiths that are foreign to us,  

 we may seek your presence  

 and be ready to share our treasures in your name. 

 Amen.  (Adapted from a prayer by Brian Wren) 
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