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 In the 1980s, a group of American Mennonite churches held a big peace conference.  

This was back in the days when the US and the old Soviet Union were locked in an enormous 

arms race.  Nuclear weapons were being stockpiled, and both sides had the capacity to blow up 

the world umpteen times.  In the midst of this insanity, many peace groups and churches were 

calling for a nuclear freeze.   

 So 200-300 people showed up for this Mennonite peace conference.   During one of the 

breaks a pastor noticed that out in the parking lot was a car with government license plates.  He 

also noticed that in the back of the room was someone who nobody seemed to know. This 

pastor said to a friend, “I think he’s an FBI agent and he’s spying on us.” 

   As it turns out, that pastor was half right.  That guy in the back row was an FBI agent, 

and his name was Jack Ryan.  But the agent wasn’t there to spy on those peace-loving 

Mennonites.  He was there to join them.  Jack Ryan had been an FBI agent for a long time.  He 

had infiltrated organized crime, and now the FBI was telling him to do surveillance on peace 

groups, some of whom they had branded “domestic terrorist.”  Ryan told his superiors that 

these peace groups were not a terrorist organization.  They were pacifist, just people who 

wanted their government to stop making nuclear weapons.  He also told his superiors that he 

was not going to do surveillance of that peace group.  So Jack Ryan was fired, and joined the 

peace movement.  That’s why he was at the conference. 

 An FBI agent at a Mennonite peace conference is about as out of place as a bunch of 

Magi in Bethlehem.  These Magi, who we usually call “wise men,” were not kings.  And 

Matthew never says there were three…there might have been 13.  So the song “We three kings 

of orient are” is probably wrong.   Nor did these wise men gather around the manger in a 

stable.  Matthew’s nativity scene has no shepherds and angels, no Mary and Joseph being 

turned away from an inn, not even a babe born in a manger.  All we have in Matthew’s story 

are these Magi, who come later, when the infant Jesus is at home.    

 But who were they?  Originally the word Magi referred to priests in Persia (modern 

Iran), priests of the religion of Zoroastrianism, which is still around today.  Magi were also 

astrologers, meaning they watched the stars and tried to figure out what was going to happen 

on earth.  And Magi could also be magicians and sorcerers, who used evil spirits to cast spells, 

sometimes for money.    

 All of which were very unJewish things to do…today we would say “unChristian” things 

to do.  Foreign religions, astrology, dabbling in evil spirits were all forbidden activities in ancient 

Israel.   So while these Magi, or “wise men,” who come to Bethlehem, do have certain kinds of 

knowledge, from the point of view of true believers, it is questionable knowledge, likely 

forbidden, possibly dangerous.  

 And yet, for Matthew, it’s these pagan spiritualists who are the first to come seeking the  



 

 

Christ child.  It’s not the insiders, the religious leaders, those steeped in the scriptures of Israel, 

who come seeking the Christ child.  They’re threatened by the news of his coming.  Rather, it is 

these exotic New Age-type stargazers, following the light that they have, who lead the way to  

the Christ child, and who are the first to honor him as King and Lord. 

 What do you and I do with this story of the Magi?  Now that the Christmas pageants are 

over and the nativity sets put away, do the “wise men” mean anything anymore?  I think they 

do, and I take away at least three things from this story. 

 First, I believe the Magi can teach us the importance of honoring the outsider.  These 

wise men remind us that it is sometimes the persons who are outside our families, who are 

foreign to our ethnic group, who are strangers to our religious tradition who are on God’s side 

and who can show us the way to God.  That’s a theme we find running all the way through the 

Bible. 

 Were the Magi here today, they might be persons from other religions, Muslims for 

example, who do revere and honor Jesus as one of God’s greatest messengers to humankind.  

Or today’s Magi might have no affiliation with religion at all, they might be just seeking truth, 

seeking a better world, by the light that they have.  Here’s who I would nominate for the three 

wise men.  The first would be a human rights lawyer in an authoritarian country like China.  The 

second would be a scientist working to counteract climate change.  And the third, a medical 

researcher trying to find a vaccine against the Ebola virus.  I can see them kneeling down at the 

manger and offering their treasures—a bill of rights, a computer model of greenhouse gases, a 

laboratory test tube.   I think there are quite a few Magi today.  And the question is whether we 

can welcome them, whether we can believe that these outsiders who, in their own way, are 

pursuing what is true, what is just, might well be following a light from God, and might have a 

word for us.  

 The second thing I think the Magi can teach us is the importance of honoring the seeker.  

That’s what our Christmas wise men were—seekers.  They can affirm those among us who ask 

questions, who challenge conventional ways of thinking, who follow their own star that maybe 

no one else can see.  

 Sometimes people who are seeking greater meaning in life come here to church…it’s 

here where their star seems to be leading them.  They may be on the edge of church, they may 

not agree with everything the church teaches, they’re not ready to commit themselves to the 

Christian faith.  Yet something draws them here rather than to Tim Hortons on a Sunday 

morning.   They may be people who’ve never been to church, they may be people who once 

were active in church, then abandoned it, and now come back because they are going through 

some kind of life crisis, like an empty nest, or a personal setback.  Quite often these seekers sit 

toward the back of the church—like Jack Ryan did--they don’t sit up front but in the back row 

because they’re not sure they want to identify with what’s going on here, not sure they want to 

put their money on Jesus.  But they’re still here and watching, seeking, like the Magi.   

 Sometimes the seekers are those from solidly within the church—long-time, faithful 

members, who ask hard and maybe painful questions.  They come here seeking to get a handle  

on their life, seeking something in the praying and the singing and maybe the sermon to help 

them manage, to  help them know which way to turn.   

  



 

 

 Sometimes the seekers are church members, or church leaders, who push their 

congregations to ask deeper, maybe uncomfortable, questions about the faith they have always 

held.  I think of Pope Francis, who is pushing his church to ask whether the truth is wider than  

his church has allowed, on a whole range of issues, from our capitalist system and economic 

inequality to evolution to how we think about homosexual persons in our midst.  Pope Francis 

is getting a lot of push-back from some within the Catholic church who are uncomfortable with 

old, set understandings being challenged.  Yet, the Magi teach us that such seekers, who make 

waves, may be drawn by a star that comes from God and leads to God.  The question for us as a 

church is whether we are a “seeker-friendly” place, whether we can be open to hearing the 

questions the seekers in our midst ask--and whether we can offer them a word from God, a 

word from Jesus, to hang onto. 

 And that’s where the Magi’s search ends, with Jesus.  Which leads to the third thing 

they can teach us.  The Magi can teach us about worship, they show us what it means to give 

loyalty to Jesus.  

 Today there are a lot of people who call themselves “spiritual,” but they don’t want 

religion…”I’m spiritual but not religious.”  They’re seeking, but, sometimes for understandable 

reasons, don’t want anything to do with church.  That’s not Matthew’s Magi.  Their spiritual 

search climaxes in a very particular house, in Bethlehem, where they find Mary and her Jewish 

child, whose name is “Emmanuel, God with us.”  The star that they follow does not lead them 

to some kind of vague self-fulfillment.  It leads them straight to Jesus. 

 And when they find Jesus, the Magi treat him royally.  They don’t treat him as a cute 

cuddly baby.  They treat him as a mature adult, they bow down to him as a king.  And their gifts 

of gold, frankincense and myrrh are not baby gifts, they are gifts specially chosen to honor him 

as already an adult king.  Maybe we could say the Magi were the first church, because they are 

the first to give respect and reverence to Jesus as King and Lord. 

 Here’s a new year’s resolution for us at The First Mennonite Church, one especially 

appropriate since this will be a leadership transition year.  The resolution is that we follow the 

example of the Magi.  That we  continue, maybe even more consciously, to do what we can to 

meet Jesus in this place, and to introduce Jesus to the seekers who come here.   And that 

means the whole Jesus--his death on the cross for sin, and his life that led to the cross, and his 

resurrection that overcame death, and his continuing Spirit among his people here.    

 There’s a church in London, England, that has as part of their vision statement a goal 

that I like.  The church is St. Martin in the Fields, a large, socially-engaged London congregation 

that Harold and Jane visited recently.  This is their goal:  "St. Martin-in-the-Fields exists to honor 

God, and to enable questioning, open-minded people to discover for themselves the 

significance of Jesus Christ."  I like that:  “questioning, open-minded people discovering for 

themselves the significance of Jesus Christ.”  Those were the Magi.  What better gift could we 

give to the new-born Christ child than working to make this church that kind of place, a place 

hospitable to all who are drawn to the star of Bethlehem.  


