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As many of you know, I had some minor surgery on my lower back this past Tuesday.  So, I 

want to start by offering my thanks and appreciation to all of you for the prayers and thoughts 

that have been sent my way over the course of this past week.  I also want to share, however, 

how determined I was to be back with you all, in worship, this morning.  When I shared the news 

of this procedure with the Church Council a few weeks back, a number of our church leaders 

encouraged me to take a little bit of extra time to recover.  Our Moderator, Kathy Schill, was 

quite clearly in exclaiming, ‘Just for the record, you are allowed to take time off for surgery!’  

And, I knew that.  I appreciated that.  I was thankful for that flexibility.  But, I didn’t want that.  

So long as it was within what the doctor said was ok, I was determined to be here, this morning, 

because I wanted nothing more than to be with our church family at the outset of this New Year! 

 

I joked a while back (I think in a newsletter message) about the Facebook meme I had seen that 

exclaimed, “I’m staying all the way up until midnight on New Year’s Eve!  Not because I’m 

waiting to ring in 2021, but because I want to make sure that 2020 goes away!”  There were 

many more like that, and I think there’s a bit of all of us who have felt that way, in some way or 

another, in these past months.  With the sole possible exception of the millennium, I’m not sure 

that there has been a moment, in recent history, in which we have so anticipated the passing of 

one year and the arrival of the next, as we have in moving from 2020 to 2021.   

 

Now, I think we’re all tempered and reasonable enough to know that life wasn’t going to flip a 

switch on January 1 and reset to norms overnight.  There has been an unquestioned expectation, 

however, that, as much as 2020 has felt like that slow and consistent descent into strife, 2021 

marks the beginning of the arduous, but deliberate, climb back out.  This New Year marks a 

particular moment of measured hopefulness and tempered anticipation – one riddled with so 

much more baggage than our typical ‘new beginnings’ of the New Year.  It’s been fascinating, in 

many ways, to see how people have centered themselves on this turn of calendar as a sign of 

hope for better days.  What I have found myself questioning in the days leading up to now, 

however, is the consideration of what it is we’re looking for – what it is we think will provide, 

for us, that longed for sense of opportunity and progress that we anticipate in this New Year.  

And, that is what stood out to me, this year, about the story of the Wise Men. 
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“In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, wise men from the East 

came to Jerusalem, 2 asking, ‘Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews? For we 

observed his star at its rising, and have come to pay him homage.’”  (Matthew 2: 1-2)  There’s so 

much that we can take from this story of the Wise Men – the journey they were willing to 

engage…the risks they were ready to take…the open hearts and minds that allowed them to be 

guided by God over the course of their travels…  There’s a lot we can learn from this story that 

we encounter each year at Epiphany.  One of the things I’d never considered before this year, 

however, was the clarity with which they knew what it was they were looking for. 

 

The truth is that we don’t really get much of a backstory with the Wise Men.  As we’ve 

discussed in the past, we don’t really know who they are or where they come from.  We don’t 

know their roots or histories, and we don’t know how it is they knew what they knew about that 

star.  And it’s that, I think, that stands as a key reminder, for us, at this particular moment of our 

shared experience of life.  There was an ancient tradition of believing that rare celestial 

occurrences were pronouncements of major events – including the births and deaths of people of 

great import – so, it’s understandable that the Wise Men might have had some sense of the nature 

of that for which they were looking.  But, these Wise Men seemed to know so much more than 

that.  These Wise Men came looking specifically for the ‘child who has been born king of the 

Jews!’   

 

There was no mistaking, for those men (at least by the time they reached Jerusalem), who it was 

they were looking for.  Did they learn about the story along the way?  Did they hear things 

among their early travels to Jerusalem that allowed them to piece together the puzzle?  Was there 

some sort of divine revelation or intervention that helped them to understand?  We don’t know 

how they knew, but they knew!  They knew what they were looking for.  They knew what they 

needed.  They knew what it was that was going to be the end of their searching in this journey.  

They knew that what they were seeking was Immanuel.  And, I’m just not sure there is a more 

important reminder for us to hear at the outset of this New Year filled with hope for that slow, 

but very real, new beginning. 

 

“Seek the Lord while he may be found,” Isaiah writes, “call upon him while he is near.”  “Strive 

first for the kingdom of God,” Jesus proclaims, “and all these things will be given to you as 

well.”  ‘Seek the Lord…strive first for the kingdom of God…’  If there is anything it seems the 

Wise Men understood, it’s that the heart of their search – their primary goal – was to find the 

Christ-child…to discover the newborn king…to know Immanuel in their lives!  No matter what 

other things they may have hoped to encounter along the way, and no matter what other things 

they did encounter along the way, the Wise Men were journeying in one direction and one 

direction only – to know, more fully, the very presence of God in their lives. 

 

You know, there was a certain serendipity to the fact that, due to the holidays and my surgery 

earlier this week, I first put words to the page for this sermon on December 22 – the first day 

after the longest night of the year – the first day of that slow but steady climb out of the darkness 

and towards more and more light in our every day.  That, in so many ways, is precisely where we 

are in this New Year.   
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As we wave goodbye to the thorny trails of 2020 and look with hopeful anticipation to the new 

beginnings we pray are in store for 2021, there is a lot we are looking forward to.  There are 

many very real, and very pragmatic, forward steps that we are anxious to see unfold in the 

months ahead, and there is no question that each of those worldly resolutions will be tremendous 

touchpoints along the way of our steadfast journey into the possibilities of tomorrow.  What they 

are not, however, and what they never will be, is that in which our true hope lies…that in which 

our greatest future rests…that on which our sights must be set for the fullest unfolding of God’s 

blessings in our lives. 

 

‘Seek the Lord…strive first for the kingdom of God…’  As I mentioned on Christmas Eve, I’m 

as happy as anyone to set last year in the rearview, and I am as excited as anyone for the 

possibilities of the year ahead.  It is worth asking ourselves, however, what it is we’re looking for 

in the journey that stands before us.  The things of this world will bring some blessings along 

way – and I look forward to them as much as anyone.  Our true joy, however – our greatest hope 

– lies not in those, but in the wisdom of those Wise Men.  For them, too, there may have been a 

lot they encountered along the way, but there was only one thing they sought as the true gift of 

God in their lives.  There was only one thing on which they rested their hope.  There was only 

one discovery that could mean the end of their longing – and that was the discovery of 

Immanuel, the very presence of God in their lives. 

 

In this New Year of such hopeful anticipation, all I want to suggest is that, perhaps, it’s worth 

taking a lesson from their lead as we ask ourselves what it is, in this New Year, that we expect 

will be the source of God’s greatest blessings in our lives.  It’s worth asking ourselves, as we 

head into all of the wonders and possibilities of 2021, what exactly, it is, we will find ourselves 

looking for!  

 

 


