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People go on a lot of journeys. Probably you go somewhere nearly every day. Certainly 

the one thing that makes our age most different from ages past is our ability to quickly and 

easily travel around the world or around the block. Today weõre going to explore the 

journeys youõve taken in the past 13 days, since the first of the new year. To get started, 

please take a map, and use different colored magic markers trace out all the journeys youõve 

taken since Jan. 1. Then give it to John and Cliff so they can scan it into the computer. Warning: weõre going to project 

the maps, so donõt trace out any journeys you want to keep secret! 

While youõre doing that, let me tell you about some journeys in the Bible that I think are relevant to the journeys 

you make today. Letõs start with the journey of the magi. You usually see these guys in Chirstmas pageants, but they 

arrived some time after Christmas. The liturgical tradition is to commemorate the magiõs journey about two weeks after 

Christmas, on January 6th, called òEpiphany.ó That was last Sunday, but whatõs seven days among friends? So weõre 

commemorating the journey of the magi today. 

The episode is recorded in the gospel of Matthew, and it goes like this. About the time Jesus was being born in 

Bethlehem, some magi from the east saw a new star rising and decided to follow it. Magi is a Greek word that refers to 

people of mysterious learning from east of the Greek-speaking lands. Maybe they were priests or shamans or magicians 

or interpreters of dreams. Maybe they were astrologers, because of seeing the star, but Matthew makes it clear that this 

star was no natural phenomenon, but instead was a divine signal especially for them. òWise menó is as good an 

interpretation as any for what the magi were. All that we can tell for sure is that they werenõt Jews, and they were from 

the east. And they were wise enough to know that God wanted to lead them to the newborn the king of the Jews. So 

they went on a journey. 

On the way they encountered the oldborn king of the Jews, Herod the Great. Herod had been installed as the 

puppet king of Judea by the Roman Emperor Augustus in 37 BC. The Romans loved him because he 

collected taxes efficiently and kept his people ñ the Jews ñ pretty much quiet. The Jews hated him 

because he collected taxes efficiently and kept them quiet through brutality and forced assimilation of 

Roman ways. Herod died in 4 BC.  

So these mysterious magi from the east arrived in Jerusalem, and of course they got taken straight to 

Herod. Perhaps it was not their wisest moment when they blurted out to the king, òWeõre looking for 

the newborn king of the Jews.ó Herod knew they werenõt talking about his sons, none of whom were still children, and 

he correctly concluded that they were looking for the Messiah, the king promised by God long ago. Herod had been so 

busy with murder, intrigue, secret police, etc., that he never bothered to learn anything about the Messiah or much else 

about his own religion. But he had plenty of priests and theology professors around him who were more than happy to 

earn his favor by giving him the information he asked for. They didnõt want the people to know they were cooperating 

with Herod, so they met with him in secret. That was OK with Herod. He had a question he wanted to keep secret too: 

òWhere is the Messiah supposed to be born?óThey looked it up in Micah 

5:2 and told Herod, òBethlehem.ó Bethlehem is about 5 miles south of 

Jerusalem, so that was convenient.  

Herod then tried to dupe the magi into serving as spies. He couldnõt 

have his army or secret police go searching for the òking of the Jewsó 

without tipping off the parents that they were in grave danger. So he 

recruited the magi to do it for him. But Herod forgot that God is the one who started this journey. God did indeed 

guide the magi to the newborn king, leading them by the same star. They worshiped him by bowing down and by giving 

expensive gifts: gold, frankincense and myrrh. Undoubtedly the magi were already wise to Herodõs trick, but just in case, 

God warned them in a dream not to go back to Herod and give away where they found the Messiah. So instead, they 

simply went back east where they came from. 

Itõs a short episode in the Bible, but I think itõs relevant for life today. You see, the magi thought they could find God 

by going on a journey. And I think you can still find God on your journeys. 

For the Bible text for this talk  Click 

 (or control -click) Matthew 2:1 -12   

 (You must be connected to the Internet) 

But you, O Bethlehem Ephrathah,  

are only a small village among all 

the people of Judah.  Yet a ruler of 

Israel will come from you . 

Micah 5:2 

http://www.biblegateway.com/bible?version=NLT&passage=Matthew%202:1-12
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 How often do you go on a journey expecting to find God? When you set out in the morning for work or school or 

Dunkinõ or Starbucks, do you expect that before you get home again you will find God? Do you tuck a little myrrh in 

your purse, so youõll have a gift to give him, just in case?  

Now you might argue that the magi had special reasons for expecting theyõd meet God on their journey. You know, 

seeing a new star, for instance. Fair enough, but if a new star appeared in the sky would you even notice? Did you notice 

Comet Holmes when it suddenly became visible on Oct. 24th last year? It was just about due north right after sunset, 

and at first it looked just like a star. Itõs dispersed now and almost impossible to see. Did you notice it? Maybe the magi 

noticed a sign from God because they were looking for a sign from God. Maybe they were aware they needed God. 

Matthew says they came from the east. The very first journey in the Bible occurred in the east. That was when Adam 

and Eve got kicked out of the garden of Eden after they rebelled against God. Before they got kicked out, Adam and Eve 

lived every day in Godõs presence, but afterwards they could catch glimpses of God in dreams or old memories. These 

magi were living in the east, right in the area where the garden of Eden had been. Itõs like they were in the shadow of 

paradise, but they couldnõt find it anywhere. I wonder if the memory of Eden haunted the air there in the east. Were 

they maybe aware of the ancient desire for Godõs presence, longing to see and know God again? 

If so, thatõs not too different from today. You probably journeyed here this evening because you want to find Godõs 

presence, and you think maybe you could find it here. In a sense the journey of the Magi undoes the journey of Adam 

and Eve. Their journey took them out of the presence of God, and an angel stands with a sword of flame to guide them 

out. The magiõs journey took them into the presence of God, returned to earth as the man Jesus, and an angel of star of 

light to guide in. And it all starts with a desire to be in Godõs presence. An awareness that you were made for more, 

more closeness with God. 

I hope you do find Godõs presence here. In our liturgy weõre going to repeat the journey of the magi. Like them we 

will follow the light God is giving us right into the presence of Jesus. They found Jesus in the arms of his mother Mary. 

Youõre invited to find Jesusõ presence in the sacrament of his body and blood in communion. Obviously they found him 

in a physical manner, while we expect to find him in a spiritual or mystical manner. But Jesus is truly present in the 

sacrament of communion, as he was truly present in Bethlehem. 

OK, perhaps you came here hoping to find Godõs presence. What about the other journeys you take every day? Do 

you ever expect to find Godõs presence? Because God could be anywhere. What about at work? Could you expect to 

find God at work? One day Moses went to work and found God. Mosesõ job was 

shepherding sheep. One day he was leading the sheep by the same dusty track as 

always. He saw a brush fire, same as he had who knows how many times before. 

But this time the burning bush wasnõt burned up. Turned 

out the burning bush was Godõs presence. Moses 

encountered God at work, and it changed his life. What about a journey to the grocery store? 

Could you encounter God there? What about going to a friendõs house? The gas station? A 

doctorõs office? School? Is there any reason God would be less there, than God is here, or God 

was in Bethlehem? 

If you decide to be open to finding God on your journeys around town, expect to encounter two things the magi 

encountered. First expect to encounter Herod. Herod is powerful. Herod uses power to get Herodõs way. He doesnõt 

care how his power affects you or anyone else. Herod will be brutal, if that will get him what he wants. Or heõll be 

mincing and polite. He wonõt hesitate to deceive you. Herod will call in experts, but he is not interested in the whole 

truth. Herod does not want you to find God, at least not for any good purpose. All he cares about is what he can get 

out of the encounter for his own purposes.  

But also expect to encounter Jesus. Jesus is weak, even helpless. When the magi visit him, heõs a 

baby, so they donõt find out what he says or stands for. But you and I can read the rest of the gospel of 

Matthew to find that out. You can read that he says things like, òBlessed are the merciful,ó and òBlessed 

are the peacemakers.ó Jesus not only wants you to find the way to God, Jesus IS the way to God. 

Whenever you journey, you can expect to find Herod trying to keep you from God, and you can find 

Jesus trying to lead you to God. 

Let me give you an example. You take a journey to the movies. Whatõs really on sale there? Truth? 

Wisdom? Deception? Guilt? Partly it depends on what movie you choose to see. After I saw The English Patient I felt 

further from God. It seemed to me like a glorification of adultery and arrogance, yet I also found it disturbingly 

seductive. Iõve probably been seduced by other movies even worse, but I donõt even recognize it. But when I saw Gallipoli 

The earth is the Lordõs, and 

everything in it  

Psalm 24:1 
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I felt closer to God. That was also a disturbing and seductive movie. It was about how patriotism can lead you into death 

and destruction. But I learned something valuable by watching it, and I felt a stronger desire to be seeker of the truth. 

What you get out of a movie also depends partly it on how you choose to see it. My friend Kay said she loved the Alien 

series because it was about how sin arises. Sin worms its way inside you, then keeps bursting out and laying slimy eggs all 

over the place. I had just Aliens it because it was a scary movie with Sigourney Weaver in her underwear. Partly what 

you get from a movie depends on who you see it with. My colleague Haddon Robinson says he never sees movies alone 

because he knows he lets them affect him in the wrong ways. Heõll only go to a movie if he can go with friends who can 

help him put it in perspective. And thatõs just a journey to the movie theater. 

You could find God, or miss God, on every journey you take, potentially. I think the key is to pay attention to what 

you get and what you give on your journeys.  

When you go on a journey, you usually have a purpose either to get something or to give something. When you go 

to the gas station, you expect to get gasoline. Youõre willing to give money to get the gasoline, of course, but the purpose 

of going to the gas station is to get the gas. When you go to a dinner party, you expect to give friendship. When you go 

to the park you expect to get relaxation. When you go to work you expect to give your labor, your expertise, maybe 

your creativity. Again, at work you expect to get money in exchange for your labor, but on any given day youõre there 

to give your work, in the expectation of getting paid later. 

Being too focused on your plans for giving and getting can lead you to miss an opportunity to encounter God.  

Say you go to the grocery. Youõre there to get coffee, milk, eggs, bread, whatever. Iõm always in a hurry to get the 

goods and get gone as quick as I can. So often miss the opportunity to encounter God. If I treat my purchases only as 

exercises of my power to get what I want ñ like Herod ñ I miss the opportunity to think about the chain of Godõs 

goodness that leads from the earth to my food. The sunshine that makes oranges grown. The miracle of a seed growing 

into a plant that yields grain and bread. The chain of human skill that produces chocolate ñ and all skill ultimately comes 

from God. Godõs presence is right there in the grocery aisle. 

Not only am I missing that, but Iõm so focused on getting that I neglect the opportunity to give. I 

could give a care about the lives of the people who grow coffee. I could give a care about the old 

lady whoõs slowing me down with her cart. I could give a kind word to the person who bags my 

groceries at the end of the checkout. Jesus said ôI tell you the  truth, when you did something good 

to one of the least of these my brothers and sisters, you were doing it to me!õ (Matthew 25:40). If I 

could get beyond the transaction mentality on my journeys, I maybe I could become really alive to 

the people I encounter, and alive to God too. 

The moment I most regret in my life occurred on a journey. I was going into the Copley Square 

Green Line station. I was late for an appointment and I just wanted to get on a train. I put in my token, and 

I could hear a train entering the station. I rushed down the steps, but coming up from the platform was a 

horde of high school students. They didnõt stay to the right, but flooded up the whole width of the stairs 

on both sides of the railing. What could I do but push myself downwards against the flow. As I got near the 

bottom I could see the doors on the trolley beginning to shut, so I pushed myself down with one last grunt 

of force. Thatõs when I knocked over the girl, down the steps, backwards. At first I kept going ñ I had a 

chance to make my train. But then I grasped what I had just done. I turned around, and the girls was 

sprawled over the bottom few steps and the floor. Her friends had stopped to help her get back up. She turned to me 

and just glared, her face a combination of anger and disbelief. I donõt know whether I was more ashamed of knocking her 

down, or of continuing on after I had done it. Did I mention that she was black? I thought of the history of white people 

knocking down black people. Did I mention that I was wearing my grey suit with my black shirt and priest collar? I 

thought of all the times priests had misused teenagers. Then I wondered what she would think of Christians after that. I 

can only hope that she was already a Christian and just thought of me as a jerk instead of a representative of Jesus. 

Thatõs what happens when I get too focused on getting what I want in my journeys. 

You can miss the opportunity to encounter God even if your journey is intended to give, rather than to get. When 

you go to work, you give your time and your work products. Thatõs good. But does focusing on giving what youõre good 

at, keep you from allowing others to give what theyõre good at? Especially if youõre in a position of power or seniority, 

you could be crowding out the creativity and contributions of others, if youõre too focused on your own giving. Maybe 

you should try getting other peopleõs thoughts and ideas. As a pastor, I sometimes make hospital visits. They turn out 

pretty well, as long as I take the attitude that Iõm there to get friendship as much as to give sympathy.  



  4 

In fact, almost anytime you make a journey for the purpose of giving something, youõre probably in more spiritual 

danger than on journeys where the purpose is getting. Jesus said that itõs not 

what you get that causes problem, but what you give. Going on a journey to 

give someone advice, or a piece of your mind, or money ñwith strings and 

expectations attached ñ is dangerous to them. Going on a journey to give 

someone pity or charity or advice is dangerous for you. Either way youõre 

putting yourself in Godõs place. Better make sure that you are open to 

receiving God first. You canõt give anything worthwhile to anyone else unless 

it comes from God first.  

Wherever you go, whatever your purpose, you have a chance to encounter God. (You have a chance to encounter 

God if you stay home too, but thatõs a topic for another day. )If you make a lot of journeys, you could encounter Godõs 

presence in a lot of places. You could have an epiphany any day, you never know, if you could break out of the rut of 

pre-programmed giving and getting. You could be an epiphany ñ a manifestation of Jesusõ presence ñ in a lot of places, 

if youõre a follower of Jesus, and if youõre willing to in all the places you journey as a follower of Jesus. As I said at the 

beginning, even just the few of us here tonight cover a lot of ground in and around Cambridge and Boston. What if 

every journey we took were like the journey of the magi? Now itõs your turn to talk about it. 

 

Questions  

 Where have you journeyed so far this year (including local trips)? 

 Have you encountered God on any of them? Where might you have missed God? 

 On journeys you went on to get something, did you get what you sought? Was it also an opportunity to encounter 

God by giving something, or could it have been? 

 On journey you went on to give something, did you give what you intended? Was it also an opportunity to 

encounter God by receiving something, or could it have been? 

 Where will you be journeying this coming week?  

Itõs not what goes into your 

mouth that defiles you; you are 

defiled by the words that come 

out of your mouth.  

Matthew 15:8 


