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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, 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." … When they saw that the star had stopped, they were overwhelmed with joy. On entering the house, they saw the child with Mary his mother; and they knelt down and paid him homage. Then, opening their treasure chests, they offered him gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh.     (Matthew 2:1-2, 10-11  NRSV)

“We Three Kings” they were not.  There is no mention of “three” visitors, only three gifts.  And the notion they might have been kings comes from later Christian tradition, perhaps reflecting on Psalm 72.10f and Isaiah 60.3.


Most biblical scholars point out the so-called “wise men” or “Magi” who came to visit the baby Jesus were more than likely Babylonian or Persian priests who, as astrologers, interpreted dreams and engaged in occult practices.  They came to Bethlehem, so the story goes, because God had placed a dramatic sign in the heavens, indicating that a most portentous historical event was now taking place in some backwater village in Israel.

From a Jewish point of view, these priestly questers had three strikes against them: they were Gentiles, they were pagan Gentiles; and, they were pagan Gentile magicians.       (See the New International Bible VIII: 140)

Uninvited, they journeyed to Israel anyway.  I don’t know if they had to cross the border illegally, since there is no reference to them having passports.  They were strangers, but strangely not unwelcome in a strange land.


Yes, the holy family, by Matthew’s telling of the story, warmly welcomed them into the neonatal unit of Bethlehem General Hospital.  Well…technically, mother and child were in a “house” at that time (note: there’s no mention of them ever being in a stable in Matthew … that’s Luke’s version of the story).


But my point is they were not turned away.  Their gifts were accepted, even if these were gifts presented by pagan Gentile magicians.


A welcome mat is not only fitting for receiving wise men during the very first Christmas season.  It’s a great idea for every Christmas celebration.


Extravagant welcome is what we sometimes call it in the UCC.  It’s one of our core values.  You know the motto: Whoever you are, wherever you are on life’s journey, you are welcome here.


Here’s a safe prediction: There’ll be a fair number of relatively unchurched folk visiting our church homes during this season and especially on Christmas Eve.


So what are you and your congregation going to do to make these guests, these seekers of the baby Jesus, feel truly welcome during their visit?


Who knows, if they get to feeling really welcome, they might just come back another time!


Please, whatever you do, don’t treat these strangers the way your ethnic (German) ancestors were treated by my ethnic (English) ancestors back when your ancestors first came to the New World.  I’ve heard more than one story about elitist English prejudice against poor German immigrants. Here’s another one.

Benjamin Franklin, a man rightly revered as one of our Founding Fathers, nevertheless had his own blind spots.  He once asked:
[Why are] Palatine Boors…suffered to swarm into our settlements, and be herding together [to] establish their languages and manners to [the] exclusion of ours?  Why should Pennsylvania, founded by the English, become a colony of Aliens, who will shortly be so numerous as to Germanize us instead of us Anglifying them, and will never adopt our language [or] customs, any more than they can acquire our complexion.
(John Fea, Was America Founded as a Christian Nation?  Cited in Christian Century, 11/1/11, p. 8)


This isn’t the voice of Lady Liberty, is it?  It isn’t the voice of Matthew’s Gospel either.  May such attitudes towards Ausländerin of any background not be found among us as well!


In this case, don’t do unto others what was once done unto you!


-Toby Holleman, Associate Conference Minister
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