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 When I was in Alaska I went to a Lutheran church that was formed by Scandinavian 

immigrants.  It was a great church, but there were things that I didn’t really resonate with.  As an 

Irish kind of guy I never really connected with the annual Lutefisk dinners in which huge 

steaming bowls of this lye-soaked gelatinous fishlike substance were set out and people actually 

ate it.  I did however very much embrace lefse, which was a kind of a thick tortilla made of 

potatoes served with sugar and cinnamon.  The other thing I remember was that on Christmas 

Eve it felt really odd to be the only person in the congregation who didn’t instinctively know that 

I should be wearing a brightly colored sweater with a Nordic snowflake design around the neck 

and shoulders.  Oh well, I could put all that aside, because the theology was great, and they 

seemed to welcome me pretty well even if I was an Irish kid. 

 But years later I was in a seminary class in which—I kid you not—a group of young 

seminarians were arguing that the problem with the Lutheran Church today is that it had strayed 

from its origins.  And when I said, “You mean they don’t proclaim God’s grace as clearly as they 

did years ago?” they responded, “No, the problem is: we lost our ethnic and cultural niche when 

the church became more diverse.”   And I have to admit, my stomach churned when I realized 

that they meant it.  Fortunately the predominant voices in the room didn’t allow their argument 

to go unchallenged.  But I just remember thinking, “How sad!” 

 And think of how sad it would have been if there had been this kind of exclusivism at the 

birth of Christ.  Think what it would have been like if Mary and Joseph had taken a look at the 

Magi and said, “Whoa now... Your type ain’t welcome here pardner... you best saddle up your 

camels and head back to Iran.” 

 That’s the thought that came to me as I read our text this past week.  One of the 

commentators I read pointed out that the magi weren’t the three kings we generally associate 

with them.  The truth is that the word “magi” refers to a class or family of priests associated with 

the Zoroastrian religion in a portion of what is now Iran.  This commentator noted that there are 

a number of places where their faith and our Christian faith overlap.  She says, “The primary 

prophet for Zoroastrianism is Zoroaster. Zoroastrians believe that he was miraculously conceived 

in the womb of a 15-year-old Persian virgin. Like Jesus, Zoroaster started his ministry at age of 

30 after he defeated all Satan’s temptations. [Zoroaster] predicts that ‘other virgins would 

conceive additional divinely appointed prophets as history unfolded.’
 
Zoroastrian priests believe 

that they could foretell these miraculous births by reading the stars.
 
[And] like the Jews, 

Zoroastrian priests were anticipating the birth of the true Savior.”  In fairness I should mention 

that there is some debate as to whether all of these beliefs were in place before the birth of Christ 

or if some only developed centuries after his death.  

 But as I pondered this I was left with this sense of God working through their otherness 

to confirm the truth of our shared central belief.  They weren’t Jews—far from it—but there’s 

something about their willingness to cross over the vast differences in their faith and seek the 

Savior among the other,  There’s something about the magi’s willingness to devote themselves to 

the study of the stars for signs of God at work in our world; there’s something about their 

dedication to their faith that would allow them to even consider a journey of countless miles in 

those kinds of conditions to see what God is at work doing far away from them; and there’s 

something about their willingness to imagine that God just might do something wonderful even 

among a foreign people with different customs, and languages, and a very different religion 

 I think that’s what hit me the hardest.  We live in such a partisan time.  We are Lions fans 

or Bears fans or Seahawk fans and never the twain shall meet, barely shall the twain tolerate one 

another.  And in order for me to support my beloved team I have to demonize yours... if your 
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player does anything good I have to find a way to undercut it... “Oh the refs made a bad call;” 

“Oh your player was probably taking performance enhancing drugs;” “Oh that was just luck...” 

 And if it’s that way with sports it’s ten times more so with politics and a hundred times 

more so with religion.  Lord forbid we should grant that those on the other side of the aisle might 

be seen in a positive light; Lord forbid that those on the other side of the altar might be seen as 

beloved of God and worthy of God’s attention, God’s joy, and God’s ministrations. 

 The magi crossed hundreds of miles to see this child born in a distant and foreign country 

to peasant parents in order that they might worship this child who would grow up to proclaim 

a—dare I say—“rival” faith.  And given the partisanship of our era I can hardly imagine how 

they could embrace such a thought... but I praise God that they did.  I praise God that they placed 

the truth above their culture and traditions and “team.”  I praise God that they saw the value of 

knowing the truth of God, and God’s nature, and God’s purpose for us all... and held that above 

any petty bonds of citizenship and tradition and ethnic or even religious loyalty. 

 In the end: God is the thing, not our nationality; God is the thing, not our culture and 

traditions; God is the thing... not even our religion as it were.  God is the thing, period.  

 Apparently they went on this journey not only willing to face the hardships along the 

way, but to place all their own values and assumptions in the balance and say, “Let it be with me 

as it may, it’s enough that I may seek you, it’s enough to follow you on the journey to know the 

deepest truth... And if that truth should rock my world and remake me in ways that I can’t 

imagine or comprehend then so be it because you, God, are the central and only truth worth 

knowing.  If my traditions, rituals, and assumptions and even the premises of my faith have been 

off-kilter up to now, shatter them that I might be remade open to your truth for that’s all I seek.” 

 I wonder if we can even imagine the vulnerability of setting off on a journey of knowing 

God, wanting the truth so much that we’re willing to leave our homes and customs and the soft 

comfortable places where we hide from the possibility of anything that might actually challenge 

us to think again, see again, allow a new insight—particularly if it might make our past practices 

seem dubious, or somebody else’s practices seem better.  Imagine how scary that would feel, but 

at the same time imagine how much love and faith must lie at the bottom of it. 

 I have great respect for these magi on their journey seeking the Savior.  And I also have 

to say that I greatly respect Joseph and Mary for opening the door to them.  In an alternate 

universe I can almost imagine a scenario in which Joseph peeks out the door and sees them in 

their foreign costumes and calls back to Mary, “There are these guys out here and not one of 

them is wearing a Nordic sweater, and they’ve never heard of leftse, so I told them to go their 

way.”  More reasonably I can imagine a scenario in which they said, “We’re Jews and we keep a 

kosher home and you’re from God knows where—worshipping God knows who all—and 

practicing astrology which our scriptures decry as a sin... you’re not welcome here; you’re not 

welcome!” and sending them away. 

 I thank God it didn’t come to that.  I thank God that God opened the magi to the down-

flowing of God’s truth to humanity: that the baby at the end of their journey wasn’t just to be the 

Savior of the Jews but the Savior of the world.  I thank God that a Savior was sent to all the 

world to open all hearts and minds to the existence of the Divine who loves us despite our many 

faults and guides us with compassion in our own journeys on this earth.  This year, may we 

embrace the journey—embrace our diverse brothers and sisters who share this journey with us—

and embrace the grace of God that is given for us and for all.  May we share that grace freely, 

even as we search it out with hearts and minds open even to the possibility that we may at times 

find it in the most unlikely of places.  Amen 


