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Isaiah 60:1-6; Ephesians 3:2-3,5-6; Matthew 2:1-12; Psalm 72, O God every nation on earth will adore You.

 Today, as we celebrate the Feast of the Epiphany, we’re privy to an ancient journey through field and fountain, moor and mountain. We see three wise men, most likely from Persia, who were probably not kings, but respected religious scholars who studied and interpreted the movements of stars and planets in the sky.  We see a star (most likely a comet as close to the earth as the moon), that appeared to “rest in place” over Bethlehem. We see murderous intrigue in the court of Herod. We see precious gifts being offered to the newborn ruler of the Jews. 

But if we get caught up in the concrete details of the story … if today is all about inching the Wise Men in our Nativity sets in a little closer to Jesus in our mangers at home, then we may have missed an important point. Because, as Paul Harvey used to say, there’s always the rest of the story. 


And the rest of the story is this. The Wise Men followed the Star. They found Jesus. They offered their gifts. And because of a threat to the Child, they went back to their country by another route. But I wonder if the surface of the story hides something deeper going on, something that could be a lesson for us. 

I’ve begun to wonder if this is a story that is not so much about journey as it is about transformation. I wonder if the Magi went back home, not only by a different geographic route, but following an entirely different kind of Star … this time, not a star in the heavens, but that Star that shines bright within each of us when we have an encounter with the Holy One, when we know we have truly seen God’s face in this world, and are changed forever by it. I wonder if the Epiphany is really a pilgrimage story.  


Making a pilgrimage is not the same as taking a vacation, and pilgrims are not tourists. With a vacation, we travel to see something, most often as an observer. We go, we see, we collect our souvenirs, we come home; and that’s that. But a pilgrimage is different. Throughout recorded history, the archetype of pilgrimage has been at the center of personal transformation. Whenever we leave the safety of what we know to follow the call of uncertainty, we are pilgrims. When we encounter roadblocks along the way and overcome them, we are on pilgrimage. And when we reach a destination and finally know what had been calling us from the beginning, we are transformed. 

The Wise Men may have offered their gifts to the Child. But what they received in return was of more worth than gold, frankincense and myrrh. They saw the face of Jesus; they knew this was the face if God on earth; and that was transformation for therm. Matthew tells us They went back to their own country by another route. Perhaps, just perhaps, this alternate route was not a route at all, but a pilgrim’s heart returning home, having been touched by the Divine. 

So as we begin a new year, maybe we can be on the lookout for whenever we, like the Magi, are called to pilgrimage – some invitation in our lives that has the potential to transform us. It can be as small as sending a card to someone who you just feel could use a few encouraging words … or as big taking on a new job or taking on retirement .... as small as noticing when a stranger needs a hand with groceries … or as big as working on a political campaign you support. The details of the pilgrimage don’t much matter. What’s important is that, like the Wise Men, we recognize the face of God in others when we see it, and our hearts are transformed by that encounter. Might be occasionally, might be daily. Again, what’s important is that we stay on the pilgrimage of transformation, and like the Child in the manger, we transform our world. 

And speaking of pilgrims and transformations, that’s the reason why so many of us are here today. On this Feast of Epiphany, we’ve gathered from north, east, south and west in Maryland and beyond to honor two pilgrims we have come to know and love over the past 18 years, our friends, Spencer and Andrea Johnson.  We all know that Andrea and Spencer are full of stories. And I won’t even attempt to tell any of them, because stories are best told by those who have lived them. What I will share today though are two things about our friends that you may or may not know.


Back in 2008, Andrea took responsibility for discovering the very church where we worship today. In doing her research, Andrea came upon St. John‘s UCC as a church that was midway between Baltimore and Annapolis. (She measured the distance!) And while it wasn’t exactly convenient for everyone, it was at least mutually inconvenient for us all. It gave us a place to come together, and thanks to Andrea, we can still call this church our community’s home.  


Not too long after that, we started having our community discernment days, beginning in the Johnsons’ living room in Annapolis in October 2008 (the 5th), and continuing through our 51st gathering just this past December (the 12th). By the time we had been gathering for a few months, we felt called to give our new community a name. At a Discernment Day in February 2009 (Valentine’s Day actually), we had a lengthy discussion of everyone’s ideas about how we wanted to be named, knowing that in scripture, naming is a sacred action. How did we want our community to be known? We were at it for quite a while, when out of nowhere, Spencer spoke up. He thought that the conversation between Jesus and the woman at the well would be a good way for us to be in the world. Perhaps, as followers of Jesus, we could be that living water that Jesus promised to the woman at the well. That was the end of our discussion. Living Water fit us like a glove, and we voted unanimously for that name. We had found our community’s calling, and thanks to Spencer, we had a name for it.   


Spencer and Andrea … pilgrims throughout their lifetimes, and sharing their pilgrimages with us for 18 years, their hearts transformed through their deep relationships with the Holy One, and those transformations rippling through this community. We have sacred space. We have a holy name. We have so many blessings that we can trace right back to Andrea and Spencer. So this afternoon, as we say goodbye to them – at least in this space and until we see them again – may our wish for them be that they always return home by another route.  And that like the Two Wise Magi that they are, their transformed hearts continue to grace a grateful faith community and a grateful world. AMEN. 
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