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Of stars and dreams. Of stars and dreams.
There is a lot—and | mean A LOT—going on in this initial Epiphany story.

| say initial because while the observance of Epiphany in Western Christianity is primarily
focused on this story of magi “from the east” visiting and honoring the newborn Jesus,
Eastern Christianity centers Jesus' baptism as the moment of divine revelation to the
world—the revelation and manifestation of Jesus as Emmanuel, God with us, God

incarnate, Love incarnate.

And in some traditions, even, Epiphany is extended to include Jesus’ first miracle:
turning water into wine at the wedding in Cana, as recorded in the Gospel of John.

This morning we're just dealing with the magi, though our reading takes us beyond their

visit.

There is A LOT going on. But for me, in reflecting on the story again this year, it boils

down fo stars and dreams.

You likely know the old expression about shooting for the moon, because if you fall short
you'll still reach the stars. An expression inviting big thinking, big imagination, big

dreaming.

We can learn a lot from this band of weary travelers, magi, sages; astrologers, in fact.
Using the stars—and ultimately THE star, the brightest star—to find their way to
Bethlehem. To the place of Jesus’ birth.

According to Matthew’s gospel—which for the record is the only gospel that includes
this Epiphany story—when the star stopped, the magi stopped. WHERE it stopped, they
stopped. And “they were overwhelmed with joy.”

The late Rabbi, psychologist and interfaith social activist, Michael Lerner, talked often
about not letting our ideals, the ideal we all share in the world's abundance, be

sacrificed at the altar of reality.



“The new world,” he said, “will be created by people who know better than to be
realistic. Realism is crumbling all around us. We will learn what is possible by struggling for
the world we desire.”

We will only learn what is possible within the world as we know it, as it is now, by shooting
for the moon. By letting the stars guide our way. Thinking big. Imagining big. Dreaming
big.

Have you ever had the experience of seeing a dark, clear night skye | know that's hard
to come by in the city.

When | was in college, | was part of a team of students and staff that drove from
Michigan to South Florido—two different fimes—to work with the United Methodist
Committee on Relief (UMCOR), in rebuilding efforts following Hurricane Andrew.

We stayed in a makeshift shelter that had been built by other volunteers, in what felt like
the middle of nowhere because all you could see—for as far as the eye could see—
were fields of broken palm trees. And very few lights. So it was really dark.

| remmember one night just lying on a lounge chair, flat on my back, looking at the stars.
Feeling awed. Overwhelmed even. Moved to tears. And for an hour or so at least,
carried beyond the painful reality of communities grieving, struggling to recover their
lives after what was at the time the most destructive hurricane to hit Florida.

| didn’t have any dramatic revelations, epiphanies. No sudden clarity. But | distinctly
remember feeling a profound sense of hope. Hope for what was possible—not just for
the people with whom we were working to repair and rebuild their homes, but for
myself.

Have you ever had an experience like that?

You don't have to be an astrologer to take in a dark, clear night sky, the moon and the
stars, and feel awed. The kind of awe the Proverbs assert is the beginning of wisdom—
not FEAR of God, but AWE of God.

That kind of awe has a way of pulling us beyond our smallness, away from our fear, and

inviting big thinking and imagining and dreaming. Calling us to bigger visions for
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ourselves and for the world around us. Reconnecting us to divine possibility and

promise.

Michael Lerner again writes: “Nothing is more exhilarating than authentic awe and
wonder.” And he goes on: “Nothing is more contagious than genuine love and genuine
care. Nothing is more exciting than to witness people having the courage to fight for
their highest vision. ... one of the best ways to take care of our souls is to build a society
that supports rather than undermines our highest moral and spiritual intuitions and

inclinations.”

Let the stars be your guide to a higher vision. To your highest vision. To your highest
moral and spiritual intuitions and inclinations. To another way, a better way, for ourselves

and for each other.

That's what | hear this fime around with the story. And that's certainly what the grown-

up Jesus taught and lived, to show us a better way.

But | also hear the importance of dreams. We know that throughout the Biblical withess

dreams are significant as a primary means of divine communication.

Just before our reading, which Cara preached on a couple of weeks ago, Joseph, the
would-be step-father of Jesus, is visited by an angel of God. In a dream. Telling him, first,
not to be afraid, and then to go ahead and take Mary as his wife even though he isn’t
the biological father.

He does, as we know, bucking social norms. And with no idea at that point the full
extent of what he's in for. We'll get to some of that in a minute.

Then to our reading, another dream. This time a dream of the magi, warned not to
return to King Herod. Because King Herod, the Jewish “client king” allowed by Roman
authorities to rule the province of Judea, considering himself the rightful king of the
Judeans, wanting to know from the magi where he could find the baby Jesus so that
he, too, could pay him homage, was up to no good.

The words of tyrants, as we know, mean nothing. Nothing.

So the magi find their way home by another road. The road less traveled.
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The story continues beyond Epiphany, and Joseph has another dream. An angel of
God tells him to take the baby Jesus and Mary and flee to Egypt, because—as we've
said—King Herod was up to no good.

Having been *“fricked” by the magi and so uncertain of Jesus’ whereabouts, he is
enraged and—as the story goes—plots to kill all the children in and around Bethlehem
who were two years old and under. Just to make sure that he covers his bases and kills
Jesus, the one perceived to be “king of the Judeans.”

Truth is, there’s no evidence that any of that actually happened.

Throughout Matthew, including in our reading this morning, the author of Matthew'’s
gospel—writing primarily to a Jewish audience—goes to great lengths—14 times, in
fact—to present Jesus as the fulfillment of Hebrew prophecy. From his birth to a virgin
mother to his being called “Emmanuel.” From his birth in Bethlehem to his flight to Egypt.
And including Herod's so-called “Slaughter of the Innocents.

But to be clear, the role of the prophets had absolutely nothing to do with predicting
the future. But that's another sermon for another day.

This piece of the story about Jesus and family having to flee to Egypt to avoid the threat
of violence, and the threat of violence itself, is meant to echo the story of Moses and
the Israelites’ journey from captivity in Egypt, through the long wilderness, to the
promised land. Matthew, throughout the gospel, also goes to great lengths to place
Jesus in the prophetic, freedom-leading lineage of Moses, to present Jesus as the “new
Moses.” That's also another sermon for another day.

For our purposes this morning, it's about the dreams. Joseph and family flee to Egypt.
And then, when King Herod is dead and the apparent threat of violence is gone, a final

dream.

This time, an angel of God tells Joseph to take the family back to the land of Israel, to
the district of Galilee, to the town of Nazareth. Again, for the author of Matthew,
presented as a fulfilment of Hebrew prophecy—though here the quote, “He will be

called a Nazorean,” doesn’t even correspond with any text from Hebrew scriptures.



But hear these Epiphany dreams that show the way. Epiphany dreams that show
another way, a better way. A way to go when reality makes no sense. A way to go that
challenges social norms. A way to go when you can’'t go back the way you came.
When you don’t know how or where to go. Or when reality becomes oppressive, even

violent.
A way, ultimately, that leads you home. The leads us all home.

The late Christian author and pastor, Frederick Buechner, suggests that dreams—the
kind we have when we're asleep, the kind we may or may not remember, the kind that
often don't make sense—helpfully point us to a reality beyond the one we know only in
flesh and blood. To the truth, he writes, “that our lives are a great deal richer, deeper,
more intricately interrelated, more mysterious, and less limited by time and space than
we commonly suppose.”

But | think his assertion applies all the same to the kind of dreams we have—the kind of
dreaming we do—when we're awake. The kind of dreaming that compels us to live
and love beyond the “real world” as it is to the world as it may yet be. The kind of
dreaming endorsed and delivered by angels.

“People who tend to write off the validity of the religious experience in general and the
experience of God in particular on the grounds that in the real world they can find no
evidence for such things should take note. Maybe the real world is not the only reality,
and even if it should turn out to be, maybe they are not really looking at it realistically.”

Friends, there is a lot going on in the Epiphany story. But at its heart, Epiphany is the stuff
of stars and dreams.

Of looking to the stars, and to our dreams—in our sleeping AND in our waking, in our
living and in our loving—to show us, individually and collectively, the way home.

Of knowing “better,” as Rabbi Lerner asserts, “than to be realistic,” than to be limited
only to what is real. And so to “struggle for the world we desire.” To “build a society that
supports rather than undermines our highest moral and spiritual intuitions and
inclinations.”



Of thinking and imagining and dreaming and living and loving BIGGER so that together
we, too, following the Way of Jesus, might incarnate new, other, better possibilities and

worlds for ourselves, for each other, and for the whole of Creation.

May it be so.



