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We were travelling back one night from Gordonsville where we'd attended a family visitation at 
the Funeral Home there. It was for the mother of one of Charlette's former students. Robbie 
graduated last year, a brilliant young man, but one who's life, and who's academic performance 
had suffered some because of his situation at home. A large part of that was directly and 
indirectly a result of his mother's long, prolonged illness. Now, she had died. Robbie hadn't 
really done anything since graduation except care for his mother. 
 
So, as we traveled home that dark night, we were wondering what lay in store for him now. We 
knew how fragile and perhaps afraid he might be feeling in his grief. But, we were also hoping 
that somehow, this long-anticipated death might mean a new beginning for him. Perhaps, 
somehow freedom for the rest of his life to begin, freedom to dream the dreams that had been 
wanting to dream him for so long? Maybe. 
 
Journeys, hopes, fear, stars, dreams; the story this morning from Matthew is about life. It has it 
all, doesn't it? These men, wise men we call them, kings, astrologers, magicians, pagan priests, 
whoever they were, follow a star that they had observed in the western sky. And this star leads 
them into the midst of death. It's true isn't it? The story becomes laced with death just as soon 
as the name Herod is mentioned. Think about it. John Pilch has said these strangers from the 
east represent the long-standing resistance to Western (at that time, Roman) imperialism. And 
they've come so far to “submit” to Jesus, the new king of the Jews. In doing so, they're poking 
their finger in the eye of Rome and its puppets! “The Magi proclaim a message that resounds 
beyond the confines of Israel to the entire ancient Near East.” 
 
No wonder Herod was frightened, and all Jerusalem with him! No wonder he immediately sets 
about plotting the death of this newborn king, a plot that ends in massacre. And so, this star 
leads them into the midst of death. There's that. But, the other half of the equation is: who 
knows what death in their lives and hearts they were seeking to leave behind that they would 
even embark on such a pilgrimage? As Andrew Schelling has said: “The pilgrim resolves that 
the one who returns will not be the same person as the one who set out.”  
 
And so they follow this star in hope. And certainly that's part of what Matthew wants us to 
know. I mean, there will be other travelers, other followers in his story, all of whom will have 
much death in their lives they need to leave behind, all of whom need to find the freedom to 
dream new dreams: Samaritan adulterers, prostitutes, immoral tax collectors, despised Roman 
soldiers, ostracized lepers. Is there a hope in life big enough for them? Can a star up ahead 
symbolize that and lead them on? What would it take? The star in this story would seem to lead 
these seekers into the midst of death. 
 
There's a lot in life, in our world, in our hearts that seems to just lead into death. We probably 
don't need any more than a simple geography lesson for this very story to take us into fearful 
places in our own lives and hearts right now. I mean imagine a visit to our local church by 
religious or political leaders from the same part of the world from which these Magi came, 
which is from Iraq or Iran. What alarm might that cause in us? What death might they be 
needing to leave behind? And could we even get past our own fears to imagine their lives and 
needs? Death all around? 
 
But, we need not even go there. There are our own fears of old age and dying. There are our 
own fears of sickness and disease. There are our own private, personal sorrows and struggles. Is 
there hope big enough for us? That is the question, isn't it? Because, it's only a positive answer 
to that question that can turn the very things we fear most into reasons to set out on a new 



journey. That is what happens in this story. Listen to it again. This star leads these searchers to 
Christ, that is, it leads them both into and out of the midst of death. It leads them courageously 
into the very jaws of death, Herod, Rome, intrigue, massacre, and warned in a dream to return 
home by another road, it leads them quietly, peacefully out of those very same jaws of death. 
And if we would hear the rest of Matthew's gospel, we have to say that the overwhelming joy 
that these magi experience in the presence of Christ leads them even further out of the grips of 
death. It leads them into true Life! It leads them into the freedom to dream and the freedom to 
love. Or, simply put by W.H. Auden in his poem, “For the Time Being”: “To discover how to 
be human now/ is the reason we follow this star.” 
 
Ultimately, this journey with Christ, called discipleship, is about liberation from every form of 
death, every form that death takes in our lives and hearts. But, as we know from the cross of 
Jesus, this freedom we follow after involves death along the way. There's much, both good and 
bad that we must die to along this journey. Jesus spoke of losing your life, for his sake, to find 
it. And Paul, you remember, said that he counted all these wonderful things about his life and 
his heritage as garbage, for the surpassing joy of knowing Christ. That's death, isn't it? The star 
they followed, the hope they clung to led them to Christ, which means it led them first into, but 
ultimately out of the jaws of death. That's a hope, I believe, big enough for the world. 
 
Did you know that scientists studying neural activity in the brain have discovered that “hard as 
it may be to believe in these days of infectious greed and sabers unsheathed that the small, 
brave act of cooperating with another person, of choosing trust over cynicism, generosity over 
selfishness, makes the brain light up with  quiet joy?” Friends, the star we follow to Christ is 
freedom for life and love, and it is much, much bigger than all the death in our hearts, all the 
death in our lives, all the death in the world. So, that night coming back from Gordonsville, we 
were thinking about Robbie. We were pondering all that this death  of his mother might mean 
to him. It was something that we knew could go either way. But, we were hoping and praying 
that finally it will mean freedom for life and love and dreams. We were thinking about all of 
that when something happened, right there in front of us. 
 
A falling star coming down ─ huge ─ the biggest, the closest either of us had ever seen. It came 
down there ahead of us in the sky, maybe no more than 100 yards away. It was a star in the 
western sky, leading the way for us, and I think for Robbie, if he could have seen it. It was a 
star that lit up the night. There's an old Jewish story of a rabbi who asked his disciples, “How 
do you know when the night is giving way and the morning is coming?” The first disciple stood 
and said, “Teacher, won't you know that night is fading when, through the dim light, you can 
see an animal and recognize whether it is a sheep or a dog?” The rabbi answered, “No.” A 
second stood, “Rabbi, won't you know that the dawn is coming when you can see clearly 
enough to distinguish whether a tree is a fig or an olive?” “No,” responded the teacher. “You'll 
know that the night has passed when you can look at any man and any woman and discern that 
you are looking at a brother or a sister. Until you can see with that clarity, the night will always 
be with us.” 
 
Friends, a star has lit up the night with hope big enough for you and me and Robbie, big 
enough for us all. And his name is Jesus, and he is here with us at this table, where once again 
he would make each of us brothers and sisters for the sake of  being free for life and love and 
dreams. Will you come and eat together? His life, stronger than death, is in this bread and cup 
to enliven our lives. Come, eat. 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 


