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This time of the year makes me think about pilgrimages.  About the experience of traveling from one place to another, and hoping that in the journey we will discover more about the hope that God has for each one of our lives.

I think this time of year reminds me of pilgrimages for two reasons.  The first is that I took a pilgrimage at exactly this time two years ago, for eighteen days to Bethlehem – and more on that in a moment.  But the second reason is that, over the past twelve days of Christmas we have been celebrating perhaps the greatest pilgrimage ever taken: God’s journey through the vast expanses of space and time to be with us in our humanity.  God’s journey from being vastly infinite and shapeless, to having flesh and blood and inhabiting the same earth that we share.  In Christmastide we celebrate God’s choice to be so intimate with humanity, so that we can become intimate with God.  And indeed that is worth celebrating.

But despite God’s incredible gift to come so very near to us, even now there remains a little distance between God and us.  God has come close, but for each one of us, not quite all the way.    There is still a space for each of us to respond to God – to travel on our journey towards a more intimate relationship with the divine. We each have a pilgrimage ahead of us as we seek to close that distance between us and God, between us and the manger, and arrive at the place where our kneeling in prayer becomes an offering of our most complete heart and mind and body to God.

On this Feast of the Epiphany, we celebrate the arrival of the first pilgrims who journeyed to Bethlehem almost 2000 years ago: the three wise men, who followed a star through dry deserts and steep mountains to find out what Jesus had in store for their lives.

II.

One way in which I have tried to bridge the gap that remains between God and I was to take a pilgrimage two years ago to Bethlehem.  My journey didn’t involve riding camels through dry deserts or high mountains – and I didn’t have any gold or frankincense or myrrh to bring.  But it did involve developing a deeper trust of God, and a willingness to take risks without knowing the outcome. 

My decision to go on this pilgrimage was almost an accident.  I happen to see a flyer on my friend Amy’s desk, who is the Episcopal Chaplain at MIT advertising this trip.  It was technically for college students but she encouraged me to sign up and thought that she could get me a spot on the trip.  I think she sensed that I needed to get out of Cambridge for a while.  I was very unsure about going.  I didn’t know anyone else who would be going on the trip except Amy, and I was scared about traveling around places like Hebron and Ramallah.  But Amy encouraged me, and I respected her.  I had known her for a couple of years – she was familiar to me. Though she wasn’t a star in the sky, and I wasn’t a wise man, she was a guide I knew and trusted – and before I knew it, we were on a plane and she was leading me towards Bethlehem.

Pilgrims usually bring offerings with them on their journeys, things to leave behind when they reach their destination.  The wise men brought their lavish gifts to honor Jesus.  I brought with me a lot of questions and doubts.  I was exactly halfway through seminary and after three semesters of studying theology and the Bible and learning about the church, lots of confusing questions about my faith had begun to churn away in my heart, such as: I believe in the reality of sin, but I don’t think God wants us to go around feeling bad about ourselves all the time, so what’s the answer: are people innately good or innately bad?  If God’s mission for the world is reconciliation why is religion the source of so much conflict and violence?  And what exactly happened with Jesus’ body on that first Easter Sunday?  These questions had been rolling around in my heart for sometime, and my doubts made me feel so far away from God.  As I walked down the steps into the cave beneath the Church of the Nativity in Manger Square, I brought them with me to the place where Jesus was born…hoping against my rational mind’s better judgment that Jesus might sort this all our for me – since I’d come so far and all.

It’s a little cave, with a silver star on the floor where Jesus is thought to have been born.  Maybe some of you have been there also.  Two orthodox monks in black stand watch as pilgrims line up to kneel down before it.  I have my doubts about the historical accuracy of that spot, but I guess every pilgrim has to decide how to think about those kinds of things for themselves.  There were about fifty visitors crammed into the small, dark cave.  Each of us had a little candle and it was very quiet until someone decided to start singing silent night – in Norwegian.  Our group joined in English and a few other languages added to the chorus as well.  My turn came to go up to the spot and kneel.  As I knelt down, all I had to offer were my questions, my doubts, and my wonderings about what all this meant.  But I still knelt.  And then I stood up and walked out of the cave.  There was no great revelation.  Things were still pretty much a mystery.   

But later that day, as I started to take my first steps away from Bethlehem, it started to sink in on me: maybe mystery is ok.  As I sat out on the hillsides where the sheep graze outside of Bethlehem, I though: maybe mystery might actually be a good thing.  I had been carrying all this anxiety with me that my beliefs weren’t strong enough to be a priest.  But what I started to feel in the days ahead as we prepared to journey home is that my willingness to kneel with my questions was an expression of faith.  And I began to feel more and more confident in my decision to become a priest.  So much so, that I bought this stole before returning to America.  

III.

Before my pilgrimage I used to read the story of the wise men as being simply about something that happened 2000 years ago to some foreigners.  But as I have meditated on this passage since my trip, I’ve realized that there is much in the story of the wise men’s journey that resonates with the journeys of faith that draw us each of us deeper into Christ today.  Not each of us will feel the need to make a pilgrimage to Bethlehem, but, in our own unique way, each of us is own our own journey of faith towards the living God.  

First, in order to invite us to close that last gap between our souls and God, God uses signs and guides that are familiar to each one of us individually.  There is no way I would have gone on my own pilgrimage without the encouragement and companionship of my friend Amy, a person I trusted, to lead the way.  In the case of the three wise men, God sent a star to guide them because the wise men or Magi were astrologers.  They understood star charts, they knew enough about stars to know that a star this bright and moving in this way meant something very unusual, and it attracted their attention.  God can and does tend to use our existing interests, skills, relationships,  and passions to guide us towards the manger.  How many of us have wondered about God’s presence coming into our lives through music, or a romantic dinner with your spouse, or a poem, or the tears of a child?

Second, like the wise men, we don’t have to understand everything in order to have faith in Christ.  Despite their wisdom in celestial matters, when the wise men knelt before Jesus and offered to him their most precious gifts, they could not have understood the fullness of what Jesus’ birth meant.  Unlike the scribes and Pharasees of the day whose faith offered them detailed predictions and assurances about this coming Messiah, these wise men knew very little about the mystery that lay before them in the manger.  And yet they knelt just the same.  Without the special knowledge of an angel appearing to them, without the approving confirmation of the religious authorities of the day, without knowing for sure the immensity of what this child meant for the entire world, these pilgrims made themselves vulnerable before the mystery.  Sometimes our lack of understanding about God’s ways is frustrating and makes us skeptical about our own beliefs – I know that has been true in my own life anyway.  But faith is about risking vulnerability before God, about trusting without knowing. 

Third, when the wise men left their encounter with Christ, Matthew tells us that they returned to their home by a different pathway.  The way back would not be the same as the way there – the pilgrimage had changed them.  Now God would guide them in a different way: no longer by a star, but now by speaking to them in their dreams.  Things would be somewhat different for them now – not entirely different, but somewhat.  When we have an experience in our lives of more deeply encountering Christ, when we feel that we have knelt before a new part of the mystery of God, we are rarely exactly the same once we stand up again.  Perhaps we have a greater sense of spiritual freedom, or a clearer idea of our vocation, or we feel empowered to walk away from a path we had been heading down that was not life giving, or we experience gratitude more fully for the blessings of our life.  Whatever the change, when our kneeling is really before Christ in our hearts, usually our hearts are transformed.

God risked the biggest journey of all in becoming a human being: in moving from limitless transcendence into flesh and blood, and honoring the limitations of being human by entering into our reality.  God came all this way to the world and to humanity as a whole, to invite each one of us to make our own pilgrimage towards God, to close that final distance which, despite all of God’s efforts, still remains between us and the manger – between us and that intimate place where we can kneel before God and open our hearts, our own treasure chests, to risk vulnerability; and then rise from our knees to find a new pathway towards home.

AMEN.

