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“From Generation to Generation: We Keep Seeking” 

Text: Matthew 2:1-12 

 

 

In his book, “High Water Mark,” Hoosier poet David Shumate shares a poem entitled, “Three 

Kings.”  It goes like this:   

 

“They’re not used to being tossed about by camels.  Listening to servants grumble.  Sleeping 

beneath the stars.  What has possessed them they cannot say.  Back home their subjects whisper, 

What good is a king who chases as star?  Still they venture forth.  Someone gives them wrong 

directions at the river and they travel two days out of their way.  When they arrive weary and 

bedraggled they do not know what to do.  It’s all so unfamiliar.  The barn.  The flock of sheep.  

The man chopping wood in the distance.  The mother and the child.  It is an awkward moment 

until a pair of shepherds help them down from their mounts and teach them how to kneel.” 

 

If we look closely at this story, it is one that takes these magi out of their comfort zones and 

invites us to do the same. 

 

It begins with an unknown journey.  They see a star in the distance and they make an assumption 

about the meaning.  Surely, they were not the only ones to see this light in the night sky.  Others 

just dismissed it as nothing of interest.  But the star sparks their curiosity.  This must be a sign.  

A sign of something.  They can’t be sure what, but it is worth checking out.  And so they made 

their way to the source of this light. 

 

We make an assumption about this journey, that the magi have been traveling together all along.  

But we don’t know that for sure.  We don’t really even know if there were three.  There might 

have been more.  Is it possible that they began from different places and found one another along 

the way?  We don’t know. 

 

Although they are following the light, they make a wrong turn.  Maybe it was their own 

presumptions that clouded their ability to see properly.  That happens.  It happens to us.  Rather 

than seeing what is really there, we see what we expect to see.  And sometimes those 

presumptions can take us far afield from our intended destination. 

 

The magi follow this light to a region, but then they make an assumption that if it is about the 

birth of a new king, the likely source would be in the big city.  Isn’t that where everything 

important happens?  They travel to Jerusalem and begin to ask about this light they saw.  They 

have come to pay respects to this newborn king, but want to know where to find him. 

 



The immediate reaction from the ruling king, Herod, and others within Jerusalem is fear.  No 

explanation is given for their fear.  Are they fearful because they worry about this newborn king 

overturning the power structures of the day?  Is he a threat to their power?  Are they fearful 

because they have failed to properly acknowledge this birth?  The fear is likely all of this and 

more. 

 

Upon consultation with the biblical scholars, they determine that the king of the Jews is to be 

born in Bethlehem.  And so the magi continue their journey.  Herod instructs them to return 

afterward and report on what they find. 

 

Before we continue this journey with them, let’s pause to consider where they are.  We don’t 

know how long they have been traveling, but one can imagine that they are weary.  Even if they 

are close to their destination, they are worn out.  I wonder whether they ever thought about 

giving up?  Were there others who began the journey with them who turned around and decided 

this was too much work?  Is the fact that only a few magi arrive in Bethlehem the result of other 

having given up and turned around?  It is very possible. 

 

And we can relate to that.  Sometimes on any difficult task, there is the temptation to give up.  

The journey becomes too difficult.  It is more than we bargained for.  It is harder than we 

expected.  And so the temptation is to turn around and walk away.  The magi surely faced 

obstacles along the way, and times when they were tempted to give up, but we remember their 

efforts because they kept going. 

 

And when they arrive, the image is not what we typically imagine.  Most stories suggest that 

there was a revolving door at the manger.  Jesus is born and angels appear.  The angels leave and 

then shepherds arrive.  The shepherds leave and then the magi arrive.  And somewhere in there is 

a kid with a drum.  But if you read closely, Luke says that when the magi arrive, they find Mary 

and Jesus in a home.  It is an indication that there has been a passage of time.  It might suggest 

that it took the magi longer than they expected to arrive. 

 

To my mind, that makes this story even more appealing.  It is not a simple Sunday sojourn 

through the desert to visit this newborn child and then return home.  It was a long and perhaps 

difficult journey.  There were wrong turns, times they questioned why they were doing this, 

times they thought about turning around and going home.  That makes this story so much more 

familiar.   

 

In any difficult task, we often set out without fully knowing where it might lead.  We make a 

decision.  I will help this person.  I will stand by this person.  I will love this person.  We make 

such decisions and then find that the journey is seldom as simple as the statement.  That is what 

Epiphany is all about.  It is about doing that difficult thing because it is the right thing to do. 

 

I say that last portion intentionally.  If we look ahead in the rest of the gospel of Luke, do you 

know how many times the Magi appear again?  It is a trick question.  They do not appear.  They 

never show up when Jesus is teaching and ask him for a favor.  They don’t come back years later 

and remind him of the gifts they provided.  They didn’t ask anything of Jesus at that moment or 

later on.  They offered their gifts as expressions of their joy and asked for nothing in return. 



 

That is what makes this such a beautiful story and worthy of remembrance and sharing each 

year.  But it must also lead us to ask the question of how this story intersects with our own lives.  

The magi made the long, arduous journey, may have been tempted to give up but kept going.  

They wanted to see what was on the other side of that star.  They were seekers and so are we.  So 

what are you seeking today?  What are you looking for?  What is important enough to you that 

you would keep going in spite of all the dangers and difficulties and temptations to turn back?  

What are you seeking today? 

 

Epiphany calls us to that that first tentative step in the dark.  It invites us to step into the 

unknown and dare to begin that unknown journey.  For those who have already begun, Epiphany 

is an invitation to keep going toward that destination, even when the road is difficult.   

 

In Wendell Berry’s collection of stories, “A Place in Time” he writes about the lifelong 

friendship between two brothers, Burley and Jarrat Coulter.  They were the kind of men who 

could work together all day and nary say a word.  But they were a harmonious team and worked 

well together.  In the short story entitled, “Stand By Me” Jarrat and Burley have been working 

together all day.  At lunch, Jarrat hands his brother a formal envelope.  Three words in the 

enclosed envelope jump out at him, “killed in action.”  Jarrat’s son Nathan had been killed while 

serving in WWII.  Burley says that words left him like a flock of migrating blackbirds.  He could 

say nothing.  After sitting in silence, Jarrat folded the paper, put it back in the envelope and 

returned it to his pocket.  Because it was lunch, their work was only half finished.  The two got 

up and finished their work. 

 

After their work was finished, they returned to their respective homes, each one now alone.  

Burley recounts, “After supper I lit the lantern and walked over to Jarrat’s and sat with him in the 

kitchen until bedtime.  I wasn’t invited.  I was a volunteer, I reckon, like Nathan…. 

 

“I went back every night for a long time.  There was nothing else to do.  There wasn’t a body to 

be spoken over and buried to bring people together….People were sorry, and they told us.  The 

neighbor women brought food, as they do.  But mainly there was just the grieving, and mainly 

nobody here to do it but Jarrat and me.” 

 

Epiphany invites us to difficult journeys.  To dare to do that which seems overwhelming.  Sitting 

with someone in grief.  Caring for someone in a difficult time.  Working for something important 

that seems elusive.  Praying for and working for peace.  Seeking to end gun violence in our 

communities.  Seeking to feed those who are hungry.  Caring for the environment.  These are all 

journeys that begin with a single step into the unknown darkness, but believing that the 

destination will be worth all the struggle.  I would like to believe that the Magi each began from 

different locations, having seen something in the night sky and venturing into the unknown.  

Somewhere along the way, they found one another, a companion along the journey.  We will 

find the same.  We do not travel alone.  May God bless your journey, your seeking and where 

that journey leads. 


