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New Beginnings  
 

INTRO to SCRIPTURE 
 
As we enter 2020, we are reminded of new 
beginnings – a new year, a new baby, a new 
job, or a new upcoming retirement.  Today I 
want to explore the new beginnings that 
come on our spiritual journey when we 
encounter people from another faith 
tradition, as with the magi in today’s story.   
 
This story shows up only in the gospel of 
Matthew, which is particularly interesting 
since Matthew is writing to Jewish 
Christians and tends to focus on 
connections to the Jewish heritage.  Yet in 
this story he brings in strangers – people 
from afar, to let us know right from the 
beginning that Jesus’ ministry is for all 
people. 
 
The magi were not kings or astrologers.  As 
best we can understand, they were 
Zoroastrian priests from the part of the 
world we now call Iran.  Zoroastrians 
believe there is one universal, transcendent, 
all-good, and uncreated supreme creator 
deity, Ahura Mazda, or the "Wise Lord".  
(Wikipedia) 

 
The story of the magi engages the 
dangerous politics of the day and shows an 
interaction between peoples of different 
cultures and faiths as together they 
encounter holy mystery. 
 
 
 
 

 
SERMON 
 
The magi are drawn to the holy mystery 
that is happening in Bethlehem.  They want 
to see for themselves. So, they go on a 
pilgrimage and bring priestly gifts– gold, 
frankincense and myrrh.  People have 
suggested that if they had been wise 
women the gifts more likely would have 
been clean cloths, ointments for the 
mother, and a celebratory symbol for the 
father.  The magi bring the gifts that are 
important to them, and in so doing, they 
give of themselves. 
 
There is no separation of religion and 
politics in this story.  Through the magi’s 
encounter with king Herod we are 
reminded into what a dangerous time Jesus 
was born.  In fact, Matthew says that after 
Jesus was born it was so dangerous that 
Joseph takes Mary and Jesus to Egypt and 
doesn’t return until Herod has died.  In this 
way, Jesus echoes the experiences of Moses 
coming out of Egypt; for in Matthew’s 
gospel Jesus is the new Moses. 
 
The magi come; but for today’s 
conversation maybe the most important 
thing is that they do not stay. They don’t 
convert to being Jews.  They don’t stay to 
follow Jesus.  They go home.  Encountering 
another religious tradition with respect and 
sometimes even reverence does not mean 
we have to leave our own practice.   It can 
set us on a new beginning of a deeper dive 
into our own tradition. 



The first year I was here, at the request of 
the Dean of students at Bowdoin, I served 
on a group of spiritual advisors on campus.  
Because of that connection, I was one of 
the few gentiles who was invited to attend 
the dedication ceremony when a Torah 
scroll was given to the campus Hillel 
society.  Thankfully, we didn’t have to go by 
camel or too long a distance – just across 
the street – but Ron and I went.  I was so 
glad we did. The enthusiasm with gratitude 
for the past and hope for the future was 
palpable.  They processed around the room 
with the Torah while singing, reminding us 
that it was a book for the people. 
 
I thought – ever so briefly – about a similar 
procession here.  But the point wasn’t to do 
what they do.  The point for me was to be 
reminded of how our two traditions share 
the words of that Torah.  I was reminded 
that the Torah was Jesus’ holy book.  Over 
the years, coming to understand time and 
again that Jesus was a Jew has reformed by 
faith as a Christian.   
 
Our confirmation youth and their mentors 
had an opportunity in October to go to 
Temple Beth Israel in Bath and Rabbi Lisa 
Vinikoor showed them that congregation’s 
Torah.  After church today in our 
confirmation class, we’re going to discuss 
that visit and talk about other places of 
worship that they have visited. 
 
In the confirmation program, we go to visit 
other places of worship for a couple of 
reasons.  One is out of respect for our 
neighbors and so we can understand them 
better.  Second is that exposure to other 
people’s religious practices helps us to 
engage our own tradition more deeply. 
 

That’s what Barbara Brown Taylor explores 
in her new book Holy Envy:  Finding God in 
the Faith of Others.  If this is a topic that 
interests you, please join us for an after 
church conversation at the end of March. 
 
Taylor tells of her own experiences taking 
her college students to visit other religious 
communities and what she and they 
learned from those encounters.  Students 
often told her they were afraid to take the 
class; afraid they might lose their own faith.  
Over the years she has come to say to them 
that indeed the class may bring them to re-
form their faith.   
 
Taylor found that her own initial response 
in encountering other traditions was often 
envy.  There was a temptation to 
appropriate something she liked from 
another tradition  –  like a spiritual 
smorgasbord.  Instead she uses the 
experiences to challenge her students and 
herself to deeper discernment about their 
own faith.  As one imam said to them, Go 
home and be the best Christians you can be. 
I would hope we would have the grace to 
say to people in his community, Go home 
and be the best Muslims you can be. 
 
What I have learned most from 
encountering other religious traditions and 
practices, is that the very thing I find myself 
envying about another tradition can often 
be found in a thread of Christian tradition 
to which I have previously had little 
exposure.  Encountering Native American 
spiritual traditions led me on a pilgrimage 
to discover the Celtic threads of our own 
tradition, which has been such a blessing.  I 
have come to see just how broad and deep 
Christian tradition and practice really is.  
 
 


