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When you think of Bethlehem, I wonder what you think of.  Those of you who have had the chance to go to the Holy Land likely think of modern day Bethlehem.  Most of us probably think of the silhouettes we see on Christmas cards as the tune of O Little Town of Bethlehem plays in our head.

Did you know that Bethlehem means, 'house of bread', that is to say, the village in the grain fields -  fitting for the birth of someone who would become known as the Bread of Life.  

  
In this same opening sentence of this passage is another name that triggers all sorts of feelings and images – Herod.  What do you think of him?  Perhaps images from Jesus Christ Superstar come to mind.  Matthew portrays him as a cunning and cruel man, alarmed by the coming of some new king of which the prophets spoke.  The trappings, atmosphere, and eventual encounter between Herod and this new king, is a clash which shakes all of history.  Herod lived in magnificent opulence.  Christ was born in a manger.  Herod was a large, mature, powerful man.  Christ was a helpless, innocent baby. Herod had all of Jerusalem in his corner.  Christ seemed almost un -befriended.    How could simple things lik goodness, and justice and mercy survive against hostility, greed,  vengence, and the immoral use of  seemingly unlimited financial and political power?  


The next thing we hear about in this passage is the star in the east.  God is beckoning.  He sets a sign, far above our reach.  Our prime need is to strive for that sign, and to be satisfied only  by something that is beyond  this earth.  God gives a sign that is for all the world.  And so we begin to learn about this impending journey.  Journey is filled with challenge.  Think about all the details and the planning and the preparation when it comes to taking a trip of some significance.  Sometimes the journey seems to go against common sense.  There can be financial or health concerns which might cause one to consider putting it off.  Sometimes a journey to a particular destination can be thwarted by political circumstances, or the forces of nature.   There are often all sorts of reasons in favour of not taking the journey.  But inevitably, the journey leads to new horizons, new experiences, new opportunities and sometimes, even new life for anyone willing to take the adventure.


And so this particular night sky is filled with shining stars, but one star in particular, calls these three astrologers to set out on this journey, fraught with potential danger, adventure, mystery, and perhaps reward – perhaps things far beyond their imagining. 


There are some interesting features about the wise men and their journey.  First and foremost, they discovered this special star while busy at their own tasks.  They were not looking for a special sign from God...they were going about their daily routines, and suddenly they became aware of something very curious and special in their world.


Secondly, they were foreigners in relation to where this star was leading them.  They were not people of that race or culture, yet they were not merely included, but primary players in this unfolding universal drama.  


Thirdly, the Magi responded with abandon.  They dropped what they were doing, they put aside all that they thought they had to get done, and they hastily made preparations to respond to what they believed was this unknown, unsubstantiated call upon their lives.     The  3 wise men  responded to this uncertain call in some sort of blind obedience...to whom or what, or even where, they really did not know....all they knew was, that they had to follow that star....to go to the place they believed it was calling them to go.


“We have seen his star in the east and we have come to worship Him.”  The wise men were prepared to adopt an attitude of hope and adventure.  They knew they would have to go on a journey, make some changes, do some serious thinking and searching and reflecting, discussing ...and decision making.  They knew that if they were going to seek wisdom that they could not stay where they were, at least metaphorically.  They knew they would have to journey through uncharted territory and experience.  They were prepared to make some changes psychologically and emotionally and spiritually, if that is what it would take to discover and experience something that might be life changing.


These 3 astrologers knew that if this experience was going to be one of depth, then their participation in this must be more than just an obligatory tip of the hat.  A mere token reference to it, giving lip service only, would take them nowhere.  This was not to be one of those occasions when we merely “go through the motions”.


So here we are, on this fourth Sunday of Advent.  We have seen the stars in the night sky, and we are getting closer to the star which is already shining over the House of Bread.  How are you feeling?  Well here we go again, one more time........or is there some sense of adventure, some spontaneity, some sense of real journey and wonder, and openness to what might be waiting there for you?  The choice is yours.  Do you want to come strolling by the manger once again and offer your familiar nod, or even an ooh or an ahhhhhh, or is your heart longing to race over the hills and down to the stable like those young shepherd boys?  Do you even want to get close to the manger...closer than you already are......are you brave enough to seek to discover the gift that God has waiting for you?......yours to decide.

The blessings of Advent
Amen
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