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2In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, wise men from 
the East came to Jerusalem, 2asking, ‘Where is the child who has been born king of the 
Jews? For we observed his star at its rising, and have come to pay him homage.’ 3When 
King Herod heard this, he was frightened, and all Jerusalem with him; 4and calling 
together all the chief priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the 
Messiah was to be born. 5They told him, ‘In Bethlehem of Judea; for so it has been 
written by the prophet: 6 “And you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means 
least among the rulers of Judah; for from you shall come a ruler who is to shepherd my 
people Israel.” ’  
7 Then Herod secretly called for the wise men and learned from them the exact time 
when the star had appeared. 8Then he sent them to Bethlehem, saying, ‘Go and search 
diligently for the child; and when you have found him, bring me word so that I may also 
go and pay him homage.’ 9When they had heard the king, they set out; and there, 
ahead of them, went the star that they had seen at its rising, until it stopped over the 
place where the child was. 10When they saw that the star had stopped, they were 
overwhelmed with joy. 11On entering the house, they saw the child with Mary his 
mother; and they knelt down and paid him homage. Then, opening their treasure-
chests, they offered him gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh. 12And having been 
warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own country by another 
road. 
 

It doesn’t take long in the various accounts of the life of Jesus for the 

gospel writers to convince us of the cosmic significance of the One who 

comes as God-with-us.  Luke tells us that an angel choir sang in the night 

skies.  John tells us that “what has come into being with Jesus is life, and 

his life was the light for all people.” 

But Matthew tells us that when the stars aligned at the birth of Jesus, 

a caravan set out from ancient Persia with precious gifts for a new king.  

We would expect nothing less for the Savior of the world.   

We are indebted to the wise men for helping us recognize that the life 

of faith for all of us is a journey.  



Speaking of journeys, I wonder if you have been following another 

epic journey that begins its fourth year this month.  If you’re a fan of 

National Geographic then you know the story of journalist Paul Salopek.  

For four years now Paul has been walking the migratory route of the first 

humans.  He began in Ethiopia, and the walk across the world that has 

been labeled Out of Eden is expected to conclude at the southern tip of 

South America.  When he’s finished, God willing, Paul will have travelled 

21,000, mostly on foot.  Thanks to National Geographic, the whole world 

is watching and reading Paul’s posts and marveling at his photography. 

He’s such a good writer.  Here’s a sample from one of Paul’s earliest 

journal entries—from January 21, 2013.  He titles the entry    

 

SETTING OUT 

 

At sunset the gazelles came out. 

We were camped on a plain of white thorns in the Ethiopian Rift 

when the horned deer bounced by within 20 meters of our campfire, 

remarkably unafraid in a landscape filled with guns. Around us there were 

killdeer keening in the sideways yellow light and flocks of African dove 

that hissed by at eye-level, like loads of buckshot. Later, we would hear 

hyenas moan under 300 sextillion dusty stars, a count lately refined by 

astronomers. The man with me was sleeping. He will show me the way to 

the Red Sea. 

http://www.npr.org/blogs/thetwo-way/2010/12/01/131730552/-trillions-of-earths-could-be-orbiting-300-sextillion-stars


It is the third day of the Out of Eden Walk, and my guide Ahmed 

Alema Hessan and I are leaving Africa the way our forebears did during 

the Pleistocene — on foot. We are recreating that ancient human journey 

out into the world, which may have triggered the greatest revolution in our 

consciousness since we stood upright.  

We will move at the pace we as a species have adapted to survive: 

step by step, three miles an hour, a distinctly human tempo.  

Did I mention that Paul has been awarded the Pulitzer Prize for his 

writing?  Four years later, the most recent entry was posted 4 days before 

Christmas.  Paul is traveling the ancient Silk Road, and he has just passed 

through the last silk making town in Uzbekistan.  Here’s just a sample.  

The title is: 

Cocoon of Days 

Aziz is my walking guide on the Silk Roads through Central Asia. He 

is a sturdy and sad-eyed man of immense folkloric knowledge. We have 

trekked together for many months, Aziz and I. Side by side, we have 

paced off more than a thousand miles of Uzbekistan, across the windswept 

steppes of the Ustyurt Plateau, through the terrible Red Desert, and atop 

endless river tracks that sashay like dancers along the winding banks of 

the Amu Darya river. Now we walk a paved highway into the Fergana 

Valley: the last center of traditional silk makers in Uzbekistan. 

Aziz tells me the story of the Chinese Princess Lei Zu, age 14, was 

sipping tea in her royal garden when a cocoon dropped from a tree into her 



teacup. And the hot tea had begun to unravel a fiber from the cocoon. The 

story is legend. Princess Lei Zu never existed. Silk cultivation was 

invented in China more than 5,000 years ago. And the process for making 

silk was somehow kept an industry secret for about 3,000 of those years, 

preserving a monopoly on one of the most coveted luxury items of the 

ancient world.  

Today Aziz and I walk on toward China and into the maw of winter. 

The sky is waxy, overcast and cold. The sun hangs dully in it, a pale 

cocoon. On the frozen road just ahead of us strides Tolik, our lanky 

donkey driver. Tolik is a taciturn nomad. Somehow one night at our camp 

Tolik must have noticed me squinting, toiling to push cheap nylon thread 

through the eye of a needle. I suspect I was mending my coat. Tolik will 

leave us at the next border but I will discover many days later that he has 

left me a gift.  To help me with future mending, Tolik has threaded and 

knotted every needle in my sewing kit.  

On the Silk Road we are all weavers. 

 Did I mention that Paul Salopek is a Pulitzer Prize winning 

journalist? 

 Each time I visit the second chapter of Matthew I long to read the 

journal entries of the sages making their way to Jerusalem.  Can you 

imagine what they would tell us?  Surely someone in their caravan kept a 

detailed record of the expedition noting the date and time that the star first 

appeared, carefully verifying its location.  In those records I suspect we 



would find a detailed inventory of the supplies needed for the journey.  

These were men of wealth and power and great learning, setting out on a 

diplomatic mission of international significance.  Do you suppose there 

was a soldier among the personnel whose specific assignment was 

guarding treasures intended to honor a new king? 

It’s one thing for some sleepy shepherds to be startled by an angelic 

birth announcement, but this episode recorded in Matthew gives global 

significance to what God is doing.  We hear echoes of the Old Testament 

in Matthew’s account.   

The words of Isaiah 60 

Arise, shine; for your light has come, 
    3 Nations shall come to your light, 

    and kings to the brightness of your dawn. 
4 Lift up your eyes and look around; 

    they all gather together, 

the wealth of the nations shall come to you… 

    They shall bring gold and frankincense, 

    and shall proclaim the praise of the LORD. 

 

Psalm 72 

Blessed be the Lord, the God of Israel 

May his name endure forever, 

    his fame continue as long as the sun. 



May all nations be blessed in him 

 

Matthew knows all too well the great expectations laid out in 

scripture for the One who comes in the name of the Lord. It is no accident 

that the story of Jesus aligns neatly with the story of Moses, another child 

from a humble beginnings who is chosen by God to disturb the powerful 

and deliver God’s people.  The first sign of the rocky road that lies ahead 

is surely the turmoil set in motion by the visit of the wise men to Herod’s 

palace.  “Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews?” the 

Magi ask in the same way they might inquire about lodging for the 

evening.  Their question in straight forward, almost naïve in its simplicity.  

But it shook under Herod’s throne.  Matthew tells us that Herod was 

frightened by the news and “and all Jerusalem with him.” 

 As we know all too well, Herod never kept his feelings to himself. 

 But for now, let’s keep our eyes focused on the visitors from the East.  

Despite the hysteria in Jerusalem, the wise men never lose sight of the 

purpose for their journey.  They are thoughtful and reverent and seem to 

demonstrate an abiding faithfulness that is in short supply in the holy city 

of Jerusalem.  Because they know how to keep their eyes on the prize, the 

journey of the wise men is a success.  They find the royal child, they fall 

to their knees before the new King of the Jews, they deliver their treasures, 

and then the God sees the wise men safely home. 



Once again I am inspired by the unwavering commitment of the wise 

men.  Here we are at the beginning of a new year, and in the journey of the 

next 12 months I can hope and pray that I will keep my eyes on the prize 

and avoid the distractions that so easily take me off course.  I was baptized 

at the age of 16 and I remember the clear sense I had of my journey just 

beginning as a follower of Jesus.  I read and re-read the gospel accounts of 

Jesus calling the first disciples and I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt 

that I would leave my fishing boat by the side of the lake to follow Jesus.  

I was excited about the journey, I was ready to be tested.  Recently I read 

about Pope Francis meeting with an entire hall of eager young disciples, 

teenagers full of dreams about the life of faith.  

In the general audience hall, looking out at 9,000 students, alumni, 

parents and teachers, Francis held up his prepared speech and said: I’m 

supposed to read this to you, but that could be “a tad boring.” Let me give 

you just the highlights and then take some questions from you, he said. 

The powers that be who were responsible for the Pope’s visit were worried 

about this change in plans, saying that no questions had been prepared in 

advance. Francis waved them away and took 10 unscripted questions from 

students in the hall. 

A teenage boy told the pope that he was trying hard to believe in God 

and be faithful, but that he often struggled with doubt. "What can you say 

to help me and others like me?" he asked the pope. 

The life of faith is a journey, Francis answered.  



 “Journeying is an art because if we're always in a hurry, we get tired 

and don't arrive at our journey's goal,” he said. “If we stop, we don't go 

forward and we also miss the goal. Journeying is precisely the art of 

looking toward the horizon, thinking where I want to go but also enduring 

the fatigue of the journey, which is sometimes difficult. … There are dark 

days, even days when we fail, even days when we fall … but always think 

of this: Don't be afraid of failures. Don't be afraid of falling. What matters 

in the art of journeying isn't not falling but not staying down. Get up right 

away and continue going forward. This is what's beautiful: This is 

working every day, this is journeying as humans. But also, it's bad walking 

alone: It's bad and boring. Walking in community, with friends, with those 

who love us, that helps us. It helps us to arrive precisely at that goal, that 

'there’ where we're supposed to arrive.” 


