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Notice the Star
Matthew 2:1-12

I have grown up in churches that typically did very little with Advent and told the entire
Christmas story all at once on Christmas Eve, including the three wise men, and by
January 1st Christmas was over and done. I may have had a vague notion of
Epiphany—mostly that it existed—but that always seemed to me like a Catholic thing
that had little to do with the Bible’s telling of the Christmas story. However, these past
few years of following the church calendar more closely has challenged my notions
about what worship is in a lot of ways, and one of those ways involves rethinking how I
celebrate Christmas. Before, I always thought of the Christmas season as the weeks
(or—let’s be honest—months) leading up to Christmas. Even now I often put my
decorations up immediately after Halloween because I feel ready to start celebrating the
season. Also, decking the halls is a lot of work, so what I really want is to maximize the
length of time that I can enjoy the festive lights and my favorite decorations. In particular
I do enjoy nativities. While I don’t believe that I own an excessive number of nativities, I
do have more than three, and most of them include three men dressed fancy and
carrying gifts. But in the Christmas story these wise guys don’t belong next to the
manger or alongside the shepherds and their animals, and the church calendar reflects
that truth. Despite when or how much I am accustomed to decorating, the Christmas
season doesn’t begin until Christmas Day, and it is during the actual Christmas season
that the magi make their appearance, here at Epiphany. In fact, it does feel fitting that
we celebrate Epiphany the first Sunday of a new year because Epiphany feels more like
the beginning of a new story rather than the postscript of the Christmas season.

Our text for today begins with these mysterious magi. We’re not entirely sure who they
were or where they came from or even how many of them there were, but we do know
that they noticed a star. A star remarkable enough that it caught their attention and
compelled them to go on a long business trip. Maybe it matters very little who the magi
actually were in a historical sense because the whole story of the magi truly hinges on
this star. This star was both just one more star in the night sky and also abnormal
enough to be noticed by these magi, who I imagine had seen plenty of remarkable
sights in their lives. These magi recognized that this star was something to be noticed
and that it was shining its light on something worthy of examination and reflection.
On this first Sunday of a new year, we have waited through another Advent searching
for and holding on to as much hope, peace, joy, and love as we could muster in this



weary world. We have celebrated once more the birth of Jesus, the wonder of God
stepping into and sharing our human experience. Now the church calendar brings us to
Epiphany when we notice this star anew. What is it about this star? With its light, this
star is an invitation that reminds us to be mindful. Each and every one of us is invited to
look up at the sky and take notice of this star and wonder. This is a star that is shining
its light on any number of epiphanies we are being invited to discover.

What do I mean by this metaphor? What does noticing a star look like? About two years
ago I started talking to a spiritual director. A spiritual director is someone who asks you
a lot of questions about your relationship with and to and around God and gives you no
answers in return. This is perhaps not for everyone, but it has been helpful for me
because I enjoy overthinking things. Over this past year, I started to notice a pattern in
my conversations with my spiritual director. I would talk about feeling doubt or anxiety or
loneliness or grief, and every time her response would be a gentle challenge to ask
myself what that feeling might be calling me to notice. Our feelings can be stars that we
need to pay attention to. The doubt is a star, shining a light on beliefs that continue to
cause me harm and that I need to rebuild in order to find new hope. The anxiety is a
star, shining a light on what I need to remember about who God is in my life and in my
sense of self in order to know a peace that passes understanding. The loneliness is a
star, shining a light on where I might further open myself to the joys of community. The
grief is a star, shining a light on the abundance of love and passion—and loss—I have
known past and present.

In the Christmas story, the star is a light given by God. The magi notice the star, but they
do not end their story with merely noticing. They take action and follow the light, leaving
their home to explore what is underneath that star. In following this metaphor, we first
notice a star given to us by God. Maybe your star is a persistent emotional response;
maybe your star is a collection of so-called coincidences; or maybe your star is an
experience that you cannot stop thinking about. Maybe you aren’t sure what your star is
in this moment, but I promise that eventually you will notice a star because the God of
the vast night sky is always revealing new stars waiting for us to take notice. As we
recognize that God is shining a special light into our lives, it is time to follow that light.

How do we follow the light of a star? We do not pack up our camels and traverse across
the desert carrying history’s most unusual baby gifts. No, following a star these days
involves asking questions, investigating, and pondering. My younger kids Ezra and
Simeon are 9 and 8 years old, and they are in that stage where they are constantly
asking questions. Ezra in particular is known for saying, I have a question. And his
questions are always a journey. He asks me questions about the news I’m watching and
he asks questions about the commercials in between the news. He asks me questions



that just occurred to him right this moment while we are driving along, and he asks me
questions he’s been holding on to for months. One evening we started with “what is
non-binary” and ended with “what happened on 9/11?” So. Many. Questions. And most
of them do not have straightforward answers. However I do love that Ezra and Simeon
notice so many things that I don’t notice anymore, and they ask questions because they
are beginning to see beyond their own small worlds into the complexities of the world
around them and beyond. They remind me to take notice of what is already surrounding
me and to ask new questions in wonder.

This is the star of wonder, and there is more than one way to wonder. Even before the
magi noticed the star, Mary was wondering what people would think and Joseph was
wondering where he belonged in this story, and together they were wondering what will
come long after the angels’ proclamations are a distant memory. The magi likely
wondered as they journeyed about what exactly they would find once they arrived at
Jerusalem. They did not blindly follow something shiny; their wonder was much more
intentional and studious than daydreaming (or, in this case, night-dreaming) at the sky.
They set out on their journey only after carefully examining the sky, asking
well-reasoned questions, and studying what they knew about maps and astrology and
history and Jewish scripture. We know this because they came to Jerusalem specifically
looking for a child born to be the messiah, the king of the Jews. Just as the magi used
the tools at their disposal to investigate the meaning of this star, we have a plethora of
tools available to us in the form of scripture and sermons and classes and books and
podcasts and conversations and the enneagram. Like the magi, we cannot expect to
follow a star without good information. Don’t just take notice—for the love of God,
literally, be curious about the stars you notice. The stars we notice will guide what we
read and listen to and talk about throughout the various seasons of our lives.

After we notice and we wonder, how do we follow a star to its epiphany? Epiphany
happens when we ponder on what does it all mean, just as Mary pondered in her heart.
The magi also pondered; they pondered by paying homage to the child and they
pondered further about whether or not they could trust Herod. This star is not the
epiphany. The epiphany is what comes when we follow the star. Epiphany is one of my
favorite words. It’s fun to say and it has a great sound and it has a definition worthy of
an epiphany—an usually sudden manifestation or perception of the essential nature of
something; an intuitive grasp of reality through something (such as an event) usually
simple and striking; an illuminating discovery, realization, or disclosure. While the day of
Epiphany (capital E) commemorates the magi’s visit, this definition of (small e) epiphany
feels to me like it perfectly describes a life being known and loved by God who took on
the form of an ordinary baby. In a sudden and unexpected manifestation, the magi
made an illuminating discovery of the essential nature of God underneath the star in



simple and striking form. They were looking for a king, and they found a decidedly
not-royal baby (or toddler, because we don’t know how long it took them to get there).
They were looking for a king, and they found God. God incarnate. God wrapped up in
the humblest of babies. God wrapped up in a human life filled with the continual
tensions of doubt and hope, anxiety and peace, loneliness and joy, grief and love.

This is the epiphany, or at least this is my epiphany at this time. Stars of doubt and
anxiety and loneliness and grief shine their light on God in whatever form God appears.
Because God entered into our humanity, we are invited to consider new beliefs that will
replace our doubts with hope. Because God entered into our humanity, our anxieties are
validated and we can work toward peace of mind and heart. Because God entered into
our humanity, we are never again completely alone, but we have joy that we are worthy
of companionship with God. Because God entered into our humanity, we do not grieve
because we do not know love but because we know an abundance of love. Because
God entered into our humanity, we live in the complexity of mysterious stars and difficult
questions and elusive epiphanies. Even so, when we take notice of the stars, we will
inevitably find God wrapped in humanity.

When we follow the stars God gives us, we do indeed open ourselves up to a universe
of possibility, including more uncertainty and mystery. However, as the angel said, do
not be afraid. The truth is that the magi weren’t wholly certain about what they found
under the star. Nevertheless, they were overwhelmed with joy, even after a hard and
perhaps frustrating journey. And then they went home, which doesn’t feel very satisfying
to the reader. If I were writing this story, the magi would show up again at the empty
tomb and stay through the ascension and then they would know and understand the
whole story of Jesus’s life and purpose. That doesn’t happen, though. Instead, we never
hear of the magi again as they disappear back to wherever they came from. But I do
imagine that they never forgot this star and their journey to Bethlehem and that their
own epiphanies led them to notice and wonder and follow and ponder more stars. The
sky is full of an infinite number of stars for us to notice, and each star can be explored
and understood in its own infinite number of ways because God is infinitely generous
and because we are infinitely unique.

Where do you see yourself in this journey of the magi? Taking notice? Wondering?
Following? Pondering? In one of our conversations, my spiritual director asked me,
Where do I need God’s light to shine in my life right now? This is a good question for us
all in the final days of this Christmas season, even as we take down the collection of
nativities and twinkle lights. Soon the dreariness and gloom of winter will set in deeply,
and we will need to be especially intentional about looking for light. Thankfully, God’s
epiphanies are not limited to one day in the church calendar. So in the spirit of asking



lots of questions without providing any straightforward answers… Will you be bold
enough to look to the stars and notice the light? Will you follow the stars with a mind
that wonders and a heart that ponders, no matter where they may lead? Will you
embrace new epiphanies in this new year and beyond? May we carry the Christmas
story and our newfound epiphanies with us into ordinary time and beyond.


