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Choosing Fear or Joy 

Today we are invited into the story of the three wise men who have spent their lives 

looking up at the skies and because of their ability to do so have found themselves 

embarking on a journey that has become for us the final chapter of the larger Nativity 

narrative. This narrative which we retell annually is really a mash up of two distinct 

versions written by two storytellers for two separate communities. The version we focus 

on this morning, the one where foreign travelers follow some star and end up at the 

home of a peasant family, kneeling before an infant, is also one filled with dramatic, 

political intrigue, deception and violence. The sweet story depicted in the Carol, Away 

in a Manger is overshadowed by the sober and dark picture of the world told in 

Matthew’s Nativity account. Innocent children are slaughtered. The Holy Family flee as 

refugees to Egypt to escape Herod’s wrath and the Magi return home by another road 

because of a worrisome dream.   

 

Herod and the Magi, the principal characters in Mathew’s plot respond in polar 

opposite ways to the news of the Messiah’s birth. Herod does not rush with joy to 

present the newborn with gifts befitting a King. Rather, he responds in fear. In his eyes, 

his power and privilege are in peril. Gone from Herod is any kind of servant leadership 

demanded by Israel’s former prophets. Gone is the memory that he had been placed in 

a position to serve rather than be served. He can’t begin to imagine a new kind of 

kingship and kingdom, one that would bring peace and goodwill to all people. Herod 

seeks only his self-preservation and so is threatened by even the mere mention of a 

potential rival. According to scholar David Lose, “Perhaps it’s also that the presence of 

these three magi and their quest for God’s messiah announce that the world is 

changing, that God is approaching, and that nothing can remain the same. The arrival 

of these wondering astrologers signals that the reach of God’s embrace is broadening 

considerably, that there is no longer ‘insider’ and ‘outsider,’ but that all are included in 

God’s plan for salvation. This isn’t a new theme in Judaism, as from the very beginning 

of the story God promises to bless Abraham that he may, in turn, be a blessing for the 

world. But now it is happening – all distinctions between people are dissolving. All are 

becoming one in Christ, and who knows what may change next.”  

 

Unwittingly caught up in Herod’s brutal plan are three wise men, foreigners and 

pagans who can read the stars. Even before getting to Herod their journey must have 



been an arduous one.  In The Journey of the Magi T.S. Eliot imagines what it could have 

been like,  

“A cold coming we had of it, 

Just the worst time of the year 

For a journey, and such a long journey: 

The ways deep and the weather sharp, 

There were times we regretted 

The summer palaces on slopes, the terraces, 

And the night-fires going out, and the lack of shelters, 

And the cities hostile and the towns unfriendly 

And the villages dirty and charging high prices: 

A hard time we had of it. 

With the voices singing in our ears, saying 

That this was all folly.” 

 

All folly. A journey that must have brought fear, uncertainty at what this Messiah 

would mean for them, even a sense of hesitancy. But they kept going. They kept 

following that star, compelled to leave their homes and families behind, risking their 

fortunes and livelihoods and even their reputations for this journey. “They knew that 

Herod was evil. They had been to his lair,” writes Rick Morley. “They had looked into 

his power-hungry eyes and fear-laden glare. They knew. But, they went anyway. The 

parade went on, with the star in the front and the camels in the rear. Nothing would 

stop them. Nothing could.” They thought they had traveled to see royalty and were led 

to kneel before a baby born of peasant parents in the middle of nowhere. And what was 

their response? Joy! Unbelievable, wondrous joy! God does it again. God manages to 

surprise us. God takes the most unexpected people in the most out of the way places to 

show us how to live, to show us how to respond to the great good news of God’s 

salvation for us all, to show us how to find the light in the darkness.  

As we mark the beginning of a new year and a new season of epiphanies, the question 

for each of us is how will we respond? Our world is certainly no less soaked in fear or 

violence as the world in which Jesus was born. Our world is no less in need of the light 

that shines in the darkness. Will we choose to take Herod’s path, seeking self-

preservation at all costs? Will we choose to close ourselves off from the needs of the 

world around us? Will we be silent to the cries of our neighbors? Will we build more 

gates and more walls? Purchase more guns? Will we close our hearts – and minds – to 

those who are different in order to keep ourselves and our own safe? Fear, after all is a 

very powerful thing.  



Or can we somehow, by the grace of God, together muster the courage to step out on 

the journey and join the parade with those crazy Magi risking opening ourselves and 

our church, embracing the change that greets us? Can we search for the newborn king 

in all those out of the way places and among all those unexpected people, surprised 

when we do find him? So, surprised and grateful by what we have experienced that all 

we can do, all we should do, is fall on our knees in amazement and unspeakable joy. 

One of my New Year’s resolutions is to read a poem every day. I need poetry in my life 

right now to keep my own heart and mind open, to fill me with joy and hope, and to 

sustain me on my journey. And so, I leave you with a poem for this day written by one 

of the great preachers and prophets of our time, Walter Brueggemann. 

 

Epiphany 

On Epiphany day, 

     we are still the people walking. 

     We are still people in the dark, 

          and the darkness looms large around us, 

          beset as we are by fear, 

                                        anxiety, 

                                        brutality, 

                                        violence, 

                                        loss — 

          a dozen alienations that we cannot manage. 

We are — we could be — people of your light. 

     So we pray for the light of your glorious presence 

          as we wait for your appearing; 

     we pray for the light of your wondrous grace 

          as we exhaust our coping capacity; 

     we pray for your gift of newness that 

          will override our weariness; 

     we pray that we may see and know and hear and trust 

          in your good rule. 

That we may have energy, courage, and freedom to enact 

         your rule through the demands of this day. 

         We submit our day to you and to your rule, with deep joy and high hope. Amen. 

 
 


