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I’m going to begin with a snippet from the devotional I offered at our lovely annual 
Thanksgiving dinner here at church three days ago.  It’s by the wonderful 
Presbyterian writer, Anne Lamott  . . .   
 
We didn’t say grace at our house when I was growing up because my parents 
were atheists. I knew even as a little girl that everyone at every table needed 
blessing and encouragement, but my family didn’t ask for it. Instead, my parents 
raised glasses of wine to the chef: “Cheers. Dig in” [they said]. But I had a terrible 
secret, which was that I believed in God, a divine presence who heard me when I 
prayed, who stayed close to me in the dark. 
 
I find it so interesting that Anne Lamott speaks of her childhood faith as 
something she had to hide – even from her own family. Churches were full in 
those days but, at the same time, a different religious wind was blowing. Back 
then when I was a sophomore in high school the best selling book on religion 
was called, The Secular City.  The author, Harvey Cox, argued that we were 
entering a religion-less era.  People were growing too smart to believe in God 
anymore.   
 
He said that humanity come of age would have no need for Jesus or religion or 
the church.  People were growing more modern all the time, and less dependent 
on crutches like religion.   
 
Christianity, he said, was dying.  When the World War I generation had died out, 
he said, it would be on the ropes, if not gone all together.  I believed stuff like that 
when I was in high school.  Why doubt the intellectuals?  I was headed to 
college. I would soon be one of them.   
 
But then, as soon as I got to college, a huge movement of young people 
surfaced.  These were the Jesus People. Remember them? Most American cities 
had at least a few of them.  Their movement wasn’t exactly organized – they 
established communes of one sort or another where young people lived, and 
cared for one another – they shared everything equally.  Their generosity and 
lack of interest in possessions sprang in part from a belief that the return of Jesus 
was expected any day.   
 
I was never tempted to join them, but I do remember being moved by their 
gentleness, and gestures of love for one another.   
 
Like every other movement in history, it had an arc – it rose and fell, but it proved 
that the growth and final victory of secularism wasn’t inevitable – the popularity of 
secularism seemed to have an arc of it’s own, too.   



 
In time I came to believe that the problem with the modern world was not that 
there was too little religion; the problem, it seemed to me, was that there was 
maybe too much.   
 
Religious movements in the 70s and 80s ranged from the sublime to the 
ridiculous.  In Berkeley where I went to graduate school, there were many 
manifestations of Eastern based religions, all calling themselves the true north 
star.  I’ve mentioned before that I was on the board of something called, The 
Missing Students Project.  Now, you ask, why would there be missing students? 
 
Here’s how it happened. Young valedictorians from small-town high schools all 
over California would be awarded full scholarships to the University of California 
and they would come to Berkeley and join it’s 44,000 undergraduates. That was 
all well and good, but some of them would get their first C- that fall semester and 
that would put many of them in a tail spin and they would think it was the end of 
the world.   
 
Pretty soon they would drop out and maybe join one of the dozens of communes 
in Berkeley run by the Moonies, or the Hari Krishna or some other group.  And 
then our organization, The Missing Student’s Project, would go in search of them 
and eventually communicate to their anxious parents that we had at least located 
their kids.   
 
When I went to work in my first church in Portland, Oregon back in the 80s, there 
were dozens of fundamentalist and Pentecostal branches of Christianity that 
were thriving in that city; most claiming to be the one true way to heaven. 
 
This interested me because the main thing that drew me to Presbyterianism had 
been its insistence that ours WASN’T the one true religion.  Presbyterianism 
stated emphatically that there was no such thing as “the one true church.” 
 
Then, in the 90s, I moved to Ashland, Oregon; a time when that little college town 
had begun to rival Marin County, California as the New Age capitol of the west. 
Every third person in Ashland, it seemed to me, was a guru of some sort.  That or 
a realtor. 
 
I remember a man in the town who went around with a golden pyramid on his 
head.  At first I thought it was just an odd shaped hat, but looking closer I could 
see it wasn’t a hat at all.  It was  . . . a pyramid.   
 
The town was extremely friendly, so I approached him one day and asked about 
it.  He said, “I wear it whenever I wake up feeling a bit depressed.  It lifts me up.”  
 



Fair enough.  He said, he had an even larger one at home that he put over a 
bowl of bananas, and it kept them from turning brown. That was his story, 
anyway.  The pyramid, he said, was a cure for everything.   
 
Now, this man was no crackpot. This was a well-educated gentleman. And his 
novel approach to life was nothing new. Hyper-religious people have been with 
us forever.  They show up in this morning’s text from Matthew, which is the first 
act of the story of the coming of the Christ. Before Jesus is born, Matthew says, 
“strange visitors from the East” show up.   
 
Now, many of our English versions of the Bible say these are “wise men. But 
“wise men” is a bit misleading. They are actually called, magi in the Greek.  
Which gives us the word, magic.   
 
A little note in my Oxford version of the Bible says the magi were “a learned class 
in ancient Persia.” But that is just the beginning.  The term magi covers a 
conglomeration of astrologers, fortune-tellers, and magicians of varying degrees 
of credibility.   
 
Matthew is probably thinking specifically of astrologers; star-gazers. These are 
occupations which are specifically condemned among the Hebrews. In fact, the 
magi who show up in Jerusalem represent the epitome of religious non-
comformity. They are not technically “wise men.”  These are more like quacks 
who dabble in stars and chicken gizzards.   
 
The Apostle Paul has some choice words for one such magi in Acts 13.  He calls 
that fellow a “son of the devil.”  Gold and frankincense and muir were no doubt 
tricks of their trade – elements used in their spiritual alchemy.  
 
They are sincere, of course; they are learned and earnest, but they are ignorant 
when it comes to “acceptable” religious practice.   
 
So, with the report of a change in the night sky, it is not surprising to see these 
novelty-chasers dropping everything they are doing to go out and shag a brand 
new star.   
 
They travel west via camel, all the way to Jerusalem and, robed richly and 
eccentrically as they most likely are, they are introduced into the court of King 
Herod. Yes, and Herod, recognizing gullible types when he sees them, says,  
“Go now and find the child so I might come and worship him, too.” 
 
The story says that the magi go; they find the child; they fall down, they worship.  
They open their treasure bags and present their gifts of gold, frankincense, and 
muir.  They hold nothing back. They offer everything they have to the child.   
 



Had the magi not then been warned in a dream, they might have gone back to 
Herod and told him where the child was, but being great believers in dreams, 
they go home another way; avoiding the capitol city. 
 
Now I ask you, would you begin a story about the birth of Christ by shining a 
spotlight on these magicians?  I mean, what do they know? They are the wrong 
denomination, the wrong religion. All in all, this is an odd way to begin a gospel.   
 
I mean, look – WE are the chosen people, we church folk – we follow the 
lectionary most Sundays.  Together we study a prescribed set of texts so as to 
cover the whole story of God in some semblance of order.   
 
Besides that, we offer Sunday school classes that use the same texts so that we 
can go into them in some depth; a depth we have no time for during this worship.   
 
We keep our religion middle of the road, balanced, academically respectable, 
and in our earnest studying we sometimes end up missing the central point of the 
whole thing – that’s what Matthew’s point is here, in telling us about the magi.   
 
The tale of these flaky star-gazers is charming – romantic – it’s ripe material for 
melodrama and opera.  We turn the story of the nativity into  “Amal and The 
Night Visitors.”  Must we take it, you know, seriously?   
 
Should we stop merely making a holiday out of it where we give each other 
expensive gifts and drink eggnog, and instead do something with the example it 
offers us?   
 
Are we supposed to pay attention to nature like the magi do, and leave home?  
Go in search of something big?  That can’t be what the story is saying. Right? 
 
What might religious fanatics like these have to teach us? 
 
Matthew knows that these Persian gentiles, deprived of the scriptures, lack 
explicit Biblical revelation.  What revelation they have they get through the 
revelations of a star, for heaven’s sake.   
 
Now a star is a lousy guide because while it tells them something cosmic is 
happening, it doesn’t tell you where to find the child.  
 
I mean, they end up nine miles away from Bethlehem.  Like most people, they 
avoid the hick town in favor of the big city, Jerusalem.  
The secret that it’s Bethlehem they need to go to is locked in the scripture, which 
only the chosen Hebrew scholars can discern.  
 
And therein lies the paradox of Matthew’s tale. These gentiles -- simple minded, 
naive, star gazers; they are not stuck in their heads like the Hebrew scholars.   



No, they come west not to research but to worship, they happily forfeit their gold 
and their muir when they are overcome by wonder.  
 
And the irony is that those of us who have the scriptures, and who can see so 
plainly what the prophets have said, we are unwilling to bend the knee and 
worship.   
 
Why?  Well, we are Presbyterians – we’re not Episcopalians or Catholics or 
Muslims. We don’t get down on our knees to anybody or anything. 
 
We are respectable people – many of us are doctors, nurses, lawyers, and 
teachers.  We are too invested in the establishment, preaching suitably academic 
sermons, cooperating with Caesar, yawning in church. To us this romantic 
epiphany about the magi kings is simply an engaging bit of mythology we look at 
once a year and decorate our manger scenes with.   
 
You know, it’s crazy to even mention this, but if we were living inside the story of 
the magi journey, we would probably work with Herod to put an end to this 
commotion.  We might do our best to restore order and pay as little serious 
attention to these dreamers as possible.   
 
And that’s the sad part of this – that those who have the scriptures; those of us 
who know Greek and Hebrew, who can read the scriptures in their original 
tongues, we often dismiss the stories they tell as “cute.”     
 
Matthew says the shocking thing is that these outsiders, knowing no more than 
what they can see in the stars, these outsiders are the ones who turn over 
everything they have at the manger, wonder-struck by the undeserved arrival of 
God in their midst.   
 
They are so naïve, so untutored; if they were here today they would probably 
tune in to Jimmy Swaggart on cable TV.  They would watch video documentaries 
on the Shroud of Turin. They would make waffles on Sunday morning for their 
children and wonder if their failed waffles maybe look a little like the Virgin Mary. 
That’s just who they are.   
 
But, says Matthew, you have to hand it to them -- at least they are searching !   
 
Just look at how deliciously vulnerable they are to wonder – I mean, what would 
it be like to be tempted to give up everything you own, once you really see?   
 
Those of us among the well educated; we insiders who make a study of religion 
and who think of ourselves as enlightened -- we plod on in our sophisticated 
religious ruts --- But, I ask you, do we ever ask ourselves if we might be missing 
something of the joy that should be an element of faith?   
 



If we learn anything from the last election, I hope it’s that we should all try to do a 
better job of trying to understand one another.   
 
This advent we are borrowing some of the words and some of the art of Vincent 
Van Gogh.  Like the magi, Vincent was very much an outsider.  Like the magi, he 
also had a fascination with the night sky.  He is remembered to have said, When 
I have a terrible need of - shall I say the word - religion. Then I go out and paint 
the stars.  
 
If you look at the details of his life, you see someone who walked a difficult path. 
But if you look into his letters to his brother, Theo, you can see that his life also 
contained a tremendous amount of joy.   
 
It’s impossible to look at those crazy old magi and not wonder if there is a joy 
about them, too, and a depth to their spirit and spirituality that is hard to simply 
dismiss.   
 
If we can see them as Matthew sees them, maybe we too could catch a glimpse 
of the glory of God.   
 
Amen 
 
Note:  I am indebted to Rev. William Willimon for the tack I take with the text in 
this sermon.  


