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The Fifth Wise Man: Fear of the Long Arduous Journey

Mark 13:24-37

Sunday, November 27, 2011
Advent I

Rev. J. Douglas Paterson
It comes the same time every year. And every year it surprises me that it is that time of year again. The Gospel of Mark warns us. “Stay alert!” “Stay awake!” “Watch for the signs.” I saw the signs. I chose to ignore them. The signs seem to come earlier and earlier. Last weekend, Karla and I had the chance to fly out to Los Angeles to visit Heather. We saw the signs there. Christmas lights on palm trees. Christmas trees in the markets. Santa Claus at the Hollywood Farmers Market. But to this Midwest boy, when I see those kinds of signs when it is warm and sunny, it is out of place. It’s not natural. Those kinds of signs come only when it is gray and dreary and cold and often snowy. Surely, the signs of the time were wrong.

But, alas, you can’t battle the steady march of time and the calendar. Whether I wanted to acknowledge the signs of the time or not, today is still the first weekend in Advent. For Christians, it is a bit like New Years. This is the beginning of the Christian calendar that leads us through our faith journey. We first anticipate the coming of the Christ, this season of Advent. Then we move through the birth of Jesus as we celebrate Christmas. We then observe the little we know about the young life of Jesus, which moves him toward baptism and the onset of his ministry. We enter Lent, which is a preparation for the highest of holy days in the Christian calendar – Easter. During Lent we learn more about the teachings of Jesus, which leads to his death and resurrection. We spend some time in the season of Easter as we learn about Jesus’ post-resurrection appearances encouraging the disciples and preparing them to understand the deeper meaning of God’s presence with them. That culminates in the blessing of the Holy Spirit that comes upon the disciples at Pentecost, and the rest of the year is the living out this faith with hope and expectancy for the time when Christ will one day inaugurate God’s realm in our midst. And then we begin again.

It is a rhythm to our faith. It is a living out in a year’s time what our whole lives are about. Our faith is not a static set of beliefs. It is a movement, it is a way of life, and it is a journey. Journey is one of my favorite words when talking about our Christian faith because when you stop long enough to assess where you are in this walk with Christ, what becomes clear is that you are not where you began, but neither are you where you want to be. Sometimes we are exhausted, and we have to stop for a respite and catch our breath, but what is made clear is there is no turning back. We can’t become who we were, we can only move forward in faith to become what we have yet to be. It is a Journey.

So, in this new Christian year, in this time of Advent when we prepare ourselves once again for the coming of the Christ Child, we are going to take a look at those who knew how to journey, who saw the sign of a new king and took the time to journey to him – the magi, the Wise Men. Well, in truth we are not going to talk about the magi who actually made the journey. We will use their faithfulness as the backdrop to discover why some magi may have chosen not to make the journey. Perhaps this will allow us to discover why at times we might be slow to journey in our faith. In the style of Henry Van Dyke who told us about the fourth Wise Man, we will use our own imagination to hear from the 5th, 6th, and 7th Wise Men.

Many thanks to Mike Fedel who wrote some dramas for us to see how each of these magi wrestled with their decisions of journeying, or not.

First a word about who the magi were. Only the Gospel of Matthew tells us about the journey of the Magi in search of the Christ child, whom the English translation renders as Wise Men. They were not kings as the Christmas hymn extols – “We three kings of Orient are.” Nor do we know if there were “three” that went in search of this newborn king. Matthew does not tell us. Perhaps we have made the assumption there were three because there were three gifts that were presented – gold, frankincense, and myrrh. According to the New Interpreters Dictionary of the Bible the Magi were a “priestly order” from Persia, which geographically is roughly modern day Iran, even though some legends have one a Persian, one an Arab, and one an Asian.

The Magi espoused Zoroastrianism, which heavily used astrology and astronomy. They watched the skies carefully for signs and omens. Their ideology embraced universalism, a supreme deity who was opposed by an evil cosmic entity, a concern for purity rules, angelology, a final savior who would come to establish a kingdom of righteousness, and belief in an afterlife. All these features, aside from universalism, they were a part of the belief system of the Israelite Pharisees, which again, according to the New Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, derived it’s name from the Persian “Parsee,” which means party and were a part of the Persian colonial foundation of Jerusalem in Judea.
A more traditional view of the Greek word that we render “Pharisee” derives from Hebrew root word “parash,” which means to separate or to distinguish. The Pharisees did distinguish themselves from the Sadducees – the two main Jewish branches of theological thought in Jesus’ time with ideology that very much resembled the priestly Magi of the Zoroastrians. The Sadducees did not believe in angels and after-life as did the Pharisees and Zoroastrians. 

We are sometimes forced to make speculation as we try to draw all this together, but it would not surprise me that some of the ideology of the Zoroastrian Magi when Persia ruled much of the near east, found its way into the thinking and theology of the Israelites’ understanding of God, and vice versa. So it should not surprise us that the Wise Men of other faiths saw the signs and sought this new king that would bring a realm of righteousness at the behest of the one God. Not to diminish the theological impetus of Matthew’s gospel that Jesus Christ is a universal Messiah – that he came for all people, not just for the Jews.
So we have these Magi who saw the signs and devoted their lives to finding this newborn King. They took up the journey. For us, when we talk about our Christian journey, it is metaphor. For them it was literal. And I am willing to bet that they had friends and colleagues who saw the same signs, but chose not to seek the Christ. Their excuses might be the same as ours.

First and foremost, there is no promise that the journey will be easy. We are asked to step out into the unknown, away from our comfortable known surroundings. Maybe our surroundings aren’t even that nice, but what we know is always more comfortable than what we don’t know. When we seek to journey toward the Christ, we are asked to abandon our known security in trust that what we will find far outshines what we currently know. But let’s not pretend that is an easy thing to do. What happens if we find the journey too hard?

Literally, think about how arduous the journey must have been for the Magi. They probably had to travel a minimum of 1,000 miles – on camel. But that is only if they took the direct route through the Arabian Desert. Chances are they had to follow the fertile crescent, following the Euphrates River up into Syria and down by the coast of the Mediterranean, down to Jerusalem adding hundreds of miles to the trip. How do you even plan for a trip like that?
Even our Christmas hymn talks about the arduous journey. “We three kings of Orient are; bearing gifts we traverse afar, field and fountain, moor and mountain, following yonder star.” Sloshing through bogs, climbing mountains, crossing endless expanses of desert and grassland.

I can imagine that there was a fifth magi who studied the same skies, saw the same omens, hoped in the same dreams of the one who would come and bring peace and righteousness, but when it came to mount the journey that would take him to his hope and complete his life’s work, all he could see is how hard the journey would be. He gave up his hope to take what he thought would be the easier path. But in the end, is it?

How often do we not start, delay, or abandon our spiritual journey because we are not prepared for the hard work that it sometimes takes? How often do we forfeit the significant for the comfort of ease? How often do we forfeit the joy of life lived the way God intended, because we haven’t the courage to strike out of our own small, known world? There are many times I have not. But then when I do, I kick myself, for while the journey is not always easy, it is life giving.

As we begin this new year in our Christian faith, as we journey to seek the Christ child, I cannot promise you ease, or comfort, or even security. I can only promise you life as it is intended – with abundant joy and a sense of peace that the world will not understand.
But you will never get there, if you don’t take the journey.
The Fifth Wise Man
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