Can we trust these foreigners?
Epiphany 2018
Matthew 2:1-12


After Jesus’ birth – which happened in Bethlehem of Judea, during the reign of Herod – astrologers from the east arrived in Jerusalem and asked, “Where is the newborn ruler of the Jews? We observed his star at its rising and have come to pay homage.” At this news, Herod became greatly disturbed, as did all of Jerusalem. Summoning all the chief priests and religious scholars of the people, he asked them where the Messiah was to be born.


“In Bethlehem of Judea,” they informed him. “Here is what the prophet has written:


And you, Bethlehem, land of Judah, are by no means least among the leaders of Judah, since from you will come a ruler who is to shepherd my people, Israel.”


Herod called the astrologers aside and found out from them the exact time of the star’s appearance. Then he sent them to Bethlehem, after having instructed them, “Go and get detailed information about the child. When you have found him, report back to me – so that I may go and offer homage too.”


After their audience with the ruler, they set out. The star which they had observed at its rising went ahead of them until it came to a standstill over the place where the child lay. They were overjoyed at seeing the star, and upon entering the house, found the child with Mary, his mother. They prostrated themselves and paid homage. Then, they opened their coffers, and presented the child with gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh.


They were warned in a dream not to return to Herod, so they went back to their own country by another route.

There is, without doubt, something very attractive about the exotic. Exotic people, exotic places, exotic food, exotic clothes, all hold a fascination for us, which delights our travel agents and the airlines no end.


This is not always true however.  Sometimes the exotic and the different can be threatening.  The same stimulus that triggers fascination can also light the short fuse of fear.  Xenophobia and fascination differ only to the degree that the difference of the other we encounter comes with a background history – a history of either serenity or of conflict.  If we have had a bad experience with a specific people or group, then xenophobic racism is a far more likely response than interest and fascination. Our fears tend to run rampant causing us to ask feverishly, “Can we trust these foreigners?”

Knowing this truth of the xenophobic and the fascinating in our response wiring as human beings makes the visit of the Magi to the baby Jesus, all the more interesting.


The historical obscurity of the magi or the astrologers (as they are called in the Inclusive Bible) invites our curiosity. The Greek historian Herodotus (5th century BC) wrote that magi were a caste of priests from Persia who could interpret dreams. Others have posited that the ancestry of the magi reaches back to the Kurds two millennia ago. 


Now the fact is that Medes, Persians and tribes from Babylonia did not have a great relationship history with the people of Israel.  The Old Testament is packed with that history of conquest, oppression and exile for the people of Judea.  A modern day equivalent reference might be, “Nuclear physicists from Yemen, Iran or the Peshawar province in Pakistan, came to Bethlehem.”  The declared motivation for their visit, “to pay homage” to a new Jewish King, would have been seen as a smokescreen to gather intel and probably “remove” any political threat to the stability of the region.  Could this be why Herod engaged the magi so actively? Was it because, astute politician that he was, he guessed the “real” motive for their mission was in keeping with his own power games to maintain hegemony for himself?


Medes, Babylonians and Persians would not come to David’s town to worship, they would come to spy and conquer. Yet on reaching the place where Jesus was, they did what they said they came to do.  They offered him homage and presented him kingly tribute.


Isn’t it so disappointing when people we are suspicious of, act with integrity and honesty?  It’s hard to keep hating them when they behave out of the character our prejudice has scripted them to play.


Reflecting on this story seen in this way leads me to three hopeful thoughts on this Epiphany Sunday.

1. History is not a justification for ongoing suspicion and xenophobia. Not if we are seeking the Holy One together.

2. Where people are from, how they look, and what culture they carry, does not necessarily determine the behavior we may expect them to exhibit. Not if we are seeking the Holy One together.

3. There is at the heart of the Universe a truth, a wisdom which is able to transcend xenophobic fear and suspicion. That wisdom is found in the life and in the presence of Jesus, the Anointed One of God.


Professing as we do to be a people of faith, hope and love, can we not find the idea of a beckoning star on the horizon of a new year, exotic and inviting? Can we not in wonder and gratitude allow ourselves to be open to the grace to be intrigued, and not intimidated by the different and exotic people , who, together with “us” will follow the star to oneness – to unity in diversity – a oneness that proceeds from the heart of Jesus, the all-inclusive and compassionate One? I believe we can.
In this year of grace, 2018, let us – in cooperation with the Holy One make it so!

