January 8, 2012
Seeking and Searching
Matthew 2:1-12
As a child, one of my favorite things about going to the doctor was looking through the Highlights magazine. I loved the challenge of searching for the differences between the two pictures that were there and I enjoyed playing the word search puzzle in the magazine, if someone else had not beaten me to it. I guess I liked the challenge of searching for something.
As an adult, I have known many people who love to be on the hunt for something. I have known people who were constantly searching for something very specific, whether it was a particular style of shoe or a specific article of clothing. I have also known people who were constantly on the hunt for a collectible or knick knack to complete a partial collection. What I have come to learn in many of those circumstances is that most often it is the search or the hunt, which is most rewarding. For some people, once they have found the desired item, there is almost a sense of disappointment that the hunt is over.
The reality of the matter is that we human beings seem to have an innate drive or desire which prompts us to be seekers or searchers. There is within us all a desire for something, a sense that there is a void which needs to be filled. The scriptures are full of stories of people who were seeking something and this familiar passage from Matthew is no exception to that rule.
Matthew sets this familiar story of the journey of the magi, or scholars from the East, in a specific time. It happened during the kingship of Herod the Great. Now, there are some very significant things that we need to keep in mind about Herod. Herod was not a Jew and he was the only one of the Herod’s, who actually had the title of King of the Jews. His kingship was an appointment by Rome. It is also important to remember that this particular Herod, in the vernacular of my former students, “wasn’t nothing nice.” He was a serious tyrant, killing one of his wives, three of his sons, a mother-in-law, a brother-in-law, and that was just how he treated some of his own family members, so imagine how he treated those beyond his family. He had been very successful in building grand and glorious buildings, which would bear his mark, but he was not much when it came to relationships.
Herod was constantly seeking things too. He was seeking more power and more ways to display his wealth. He was constantly seeking to find any potential threat to his position and power, thus his treatment of certain members of his own family. Herod was constantly seeking ways to display his own power and ways to maintain that power for as long as possible. So, you can understand how he would be intrigued by these travelers from the East who came seeking an answer to a strange phenomenon they had encountered while star-gazing.
I like the way the Message refers to these Eastern Star-Gazers as Scholars, rather that the more familiar term of Wise Men or Kings. The truth of the matter is that they were not kings. One might make the case that they were not all that wise, if indeed they journeyed so far seeking and searching for answers, which were so easily accessible to the scholars of Jerusalem, the scribes and High Priests. These were certainly scholars, but not of the same variety which were found in Jerusalem. These were men who studied the stars; they were ancient astrologers. The term, which many translations use is Magi, and is the same word from which the word magician is derived. They had the same notoriety and the same skeptics as modern day magicians have.
The interesting thing about them was their tenacity to keep alive a search for an answer to their question about the star which they had seen. They were sure that it was a clear sign of the birth of a king and they had tracked it to Judea. They were determined to seek an answer for this amazing sign. They journeyed far, brought gifts fit for a king and even went to the palace to inquire about this noble birth. It is interesting that when Herod learned of their search, he was terrified but he was able to convince those Easter scholars that he too wanted to find this newborn King of the Jews, so that he could pay homage and offer worship. How could they have possibly known that homage and worship were the furthest things from Herod’s mind?
Then there were the priests and scribes whom Herod consulted to find out what had been prophesied about the birth of the promised Messiah. They too were people who knew something about searching and seeking. These were people who searched diligently through the sacred writings of their people for answers to all of life’s difficult questions. These Jewish scholars were well versed in the Law and the Prophets, but they were not people who put that knowledge into daily life. There were men who had committed their lives to the study of God’s Word, but who had not allowed those words to transform their lives in the ways which God had intended. They could recite the words of scripture, but it was the letter of the Law that they knew, not the interpretation or application of it.
It never really hit me this way before, but it seems rather odd that the only ones, whose curiosity was peaked to the point that they were willing to journey from Jerusalem to Bethlehem, were the outsiders, those scholars from the East. Herod was terrified about the threat of a new king for the Jews, but not so much that he was willing to go to Bethlehem to check it out for himself. He asked the magi to do that search for him. The priests and the scribes new enough about the prophets to direct those magi to Bethlehem, but they were not interested in making the trip there for themselves. Living in the ancient writings was their primary concern. 
So, it was the scholars from the East who made the journey to Bethlehem and discovered the star which they had first seen in the East directing to the completion of their long and arduous journey. Matthew says that the star led them on until it hovered over the place where the child was staying. The seeking and searching had paid off. At last they found the child whose birth had been announced in the heavens. The very presence of that child in his mother’s arms was so overwhelming that they knelt down and worshipped him. As they did so, they offered gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh. They had been seeking and searching for a very long time and at last their search had culminated in a life-changing experience. They had been seeking answers and searching for truth and they found both in the arms of his mother in Bethlehem. It had been quite a journey, but it did not lead them back to Herod, because they were warned in a dream to head home in a different direction. While that certainly implied that they were avoiding Herod, it may also imply that this encounter with the Messiah had changed the course of their lives.
On this second Sunday of 2012, as we celebrate Epiphany, we are inspired by the stories of seeking and searching as Matthew records them. The scholars from the East were seeking for truth and life. Herod was seeking more power and job security. The scribes and priests were seeking for the answers in the only place they knew, the Law and the Prophets. We still live in a world where people are seeking for truth and meaning in life. Some people seek for these things through meaningful work. Some people believe that they will find them through money or power. Some people believe that they can find these elusive things only in the words of Ancient writings or wise philosophers. But those who are wise, those who are successful are the ones who find that the only source for truth and meaning can be found in an encounter with the living God. Those star gazers learned that once they had encountered this child whose birth had been announced through the stars, they could not help but bow in reverence and worship. We could learn a lot from them. As we make this journey through the scriptures together this year, may we find that we encounter the Living God and may we too be transformed and empowered for living through this encounter. 
And to our God be all glory and honor and blessing and wisdom and power and might, both now and forevermore.  Amen
