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Unexpected Grace and Truth 
 

INTRO to SCRIPTURE 
 
Today’s story of the magi comes from the 
gospel of Matthew and it is found only in 
Matthew. It’s interesting that Matthew who 
is writing to the Jewish community tells a 
story lifting up the presence of people 
“from away” from a foreign land, foreign 
religion, and foreign ways.   
 
However, Matthew is focused on depicting 
Jesus as the fulfillment of Jewish hopes and 
dreams, telling stories that resonate with 
the Jewish scriptures.  Matthew’s 
community is living in a time of political 
turmoil and he turns to the writings of 
Isaiah, which was another time of political 
turmoil.  The story of the magi resonates 
with words from the last part of the book of 
Isaiah - a time when the people were 
returning home from exile.  Isaiah expresses 
the people’s hope for a life of freedom and 
faith celebrating Jerusalem’s glory. The 
prophet dreams of a day when all  (60:3,6) 
    nations will come to your light,  
    and kings to the brightness of your dawn..  
     A multitude of camels shall cover you, 
     The young camels of Midian and Ephah;      
     all those from Sheba shall come.   
    They shall bring gold and frankincense, 
     and shall proclaim the praise of the Lord. 
 
It is from this passage in Isaiah that we get 
the focus on the star as the light leading the 
way.  It is also where we get our Christmas 
camel, even though no camels are 
mentioned in Matthew’s story.  

 
SERMON 
 
Those magi from the east would have been 
Zoroastrians, one of the oldest religions, 
following the teachings of an ancient 
Iranian prophet.  Followers of this tradition 
believe the purpose of life is to be among 
those who renew the world through good 
thoughts, good words, good deeds.  For 
them the true path is the path of Truth.  In 
Matthew’s story these magi were open to 
Truth even among strangers in a foreign 
land. 
 
These magi are often depicted as wearing 
turbans of some kind of another.  Turbans 
were not part of my childhood experience 
but they were for our children when we 
were living in Phoenix.  There was a family 
of Sikhs in their school.  Sikhism is a fairly 
young religion (15th century CE), arising 
from the Punjabi region of India.  Sikhism 
teaches that no religious tradition has a 
monopoly on absolute Truth.   
 
One of the customs of this tradition is that 
they do not cut their hair, including the 
men.  As adults the men wrap their hair up 
in a turban.  Until they are old enough to 
wear a turban the boys just wear it up on 
their heads.  I don’t remember it being a 
particularly big deal for the kids at school, 
until soon after 9/11 when one of the adult 
men in the extended family (who was 
wearing a turban) was killed at his 
convenience store by a man who shouted 
hateful things about Muslims.   



The man wasn’t a Muslim.  But that didn’t 
matter.  Either way it was a tragedy with 
fear and hatred behind the death of an 
innocent man.   
 
Fear and hate are powerful forces – 
personally and politically.  We see glimpses 
of King Herod’s fear in today’s reading.  If 
you keep reading in Matthew you find out 
that Herod orders the death of all young 
Jewish boys seeking to destroy the 
possibility of any future rival.   
 
Being warned in a dream, Joseph takes 
Mary and Jesus and flees to Egypt, where 
they are refugees seeking political asylum. 
 
Humans, like all animals, notice when 
someone or something different comes into 
their territory.  Humans, however, are able 
to reflect on choices of how we will respond 
to sojourners from the east or west, north 
or south.  Will we respond primarily out of 
fear or will we be open to new 
opportunities to seek truth? 
 
No matter where the magi were from, we 
are glad they are at the nativity. 
 
You may have noticed the new banner on 
the outside of the vestry.  It says 
      No matter where you are from,  
      we are glad you are our neighbor.   
It is also written in Spanish, Arabic, French, 
and Somali. 
 
This banner was provided by the Maine 
Conference UCC Anti-Racism Resource 
Team.  Two people in our congregation 
have been involved in this work – Steve 
Gray and Allison Smith.  Allison is a 
confirmation parent and Steve is on the 
planned giving team.  Thank you for the 
work of this team.   

The magi – sojourners from away – 
brought unexpected grace and truth as they 
sought Truth.  What truth and grace might 
sojourners in our midst have to share? 
 
 


