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Where Are the Wise Ones? 
 

Matthew: 2: 1-12 

2 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 King Herod heard this, he was 

frightened, and all Jerusalem with him; and calling together all the chief 

priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the Messiah was 

to be born. They told him, “In Bethlehem of Judea; for so it has been written 

by the prophet: 

‘And you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, 

are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; 

for from you shall come a ruler 

who is to shepherd my people Israel.’” 

Then Herod secretly called for the wise men and learned from them the 

exact time when the star had appeared. Then he sent them to Bethlehem, 

saying, “Go and search diligently for the child; and when you have found 

him, bring me word so that I may also go and pay him homage.” When they 

had heard the king, they set out; and there, ahead of them, went the star that 

they had seen at its rising, until it stopped over the place where the child was. 

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. And having been 

warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own country by 

another way. 

 
Trending on social media is a provocative painting. It is of the holy family—Joe, Mary, Jesus—

separated by a tall wall with barb wire above it. The parents stand on one side, their demeanor is 

desperate. Their hands are firmly pressed against the barrier. On the other side is the holy child—

about two years of age. He is bundled up on the ground, hugging his knees, his head leaning up 

against the wall. He appears to be terrified and crying. Clearly it calls to mind the crisis on the 

border, the separation of families, and how the holy family would be treated were they to 

approach our borders today. Perhaps the most provocative thing about the painting, however, is 

its name. It’s called, Waiting for the Wise Men. 

  

For a moment consider the question associated with the art: where are the wise ones? Oh, how 

we could use some wisdom in our land these days. In the first week of the new year, our leaders 

in Washington have retaliated against Iran, assassinating a four-star general. Iran now promises 

revenge. Some say the move was strategic, but to flirt with war is anything but wise. Where are 

the wise ones? We live in an age where we have access to as much information as we could 

possibly ever need, but wisdom…wisdom is hard to come by. We can ask our Alexa devices to 

tell us how many days it would take us to get to Mars or Google to translate Mandarin to 

English. We can go on YouTube and find demonstrative videos on how to lose ten pounds, or 
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how to change the oil in our car, or how to build a car. But where do we learn with how to deal 

with the constant assault on the truth? Or how to be in relationship with those who refuse to be 

rational and just double down on what they already believe? Or who blindly believe leaders who 

can’t see beyond their own Pinocchio noses? We don’t need more information; we need more 

wisdom. Where are the wise ones? 

  

If we look to our story, I’m not convinced the wise people are all that wise. The bible actually 

doesn’t give them the title of being “wise” in the Greek. Traditionally we have interpreted them 

this way because they followed the star to Jesus, they worshipped him and offered him their 

gifts. These are wise things to do. But if you really think about it, how is spending two years 

searching for what is underneath a star wise? Don’t they run into King Herod, asking him about 

where the child is, tipping him off that he now has competition for the throne? It would seem 

wise to me to at least ask some town people about this king’s temperament before telling him the 

big secret about a star announcing another king was born. And doesn’t Herod pull a fast one on 

them by saying, “Oh, I want to worship him too!” and they trust him!? They don’t sound wise, 

they sound naive. So what makes these wise people wise? 

  

A few years back a mentor taught me to read the gospels in a new light. She said, “Stop reading 

the gospels as Jesus needing us to worship him. Stop reading the gospels as portraying Jesus as a 

nice guy who avoids conflict. Instead read Jesus as a revolutionary who is fed up with all the 

religious and systemic mechanisms used to strip away our human dignity. Read Jesus as a holy 

protestor; as a non-violent demonstrator; as a faithful resister and then see what you get.” So I 

did and the gospels came back to life. You see, if we look at the first time in Matthew’s gospel 

where faithful non-violent resistance happens against an oppressive system it is here, when the 

wise people refuse to go back to Herod to tell him where the child is. They resist.  

 

Recently, the Peace and Justice Task Force of our presbytery wrote Senator Burr a letter about 

the impeachment hearings. In the letter they asked him not to follow the gravitational pull of 

wealth and power and partisan scheming. But instead to seek the truth and do what is right. I 

must admit I am skeptical about appealing to a conscience that may not be there, but it would be 

unwise not to try. Perhaps the wise people are wise because in their seeking they follow what is 

right, they resist what is wrong and have the ability to discern the difference.  

  

On News Years Day, on a subway train in Manhattan, all the advertisements and windows were 

covered in Swastikas written in Sharpie. Imagine that: In 2020. Nazi symbolism. Covering a 

New York train. Those sitting in the train car sat awkwardly silent, not knowing what to do. 

Finally, one guy stood up and said, “Hand sanitizer gets rid of Sharpie.” So people began pulling 

Purell out from their purses and finding tissues in their pockets, and the whole car got to work 

until all the Nazi symbolism was gone.  

 

And they went home another way…  

 

Someone on the train remarked, “I guess this is…America” to which someone else responded, 

“Nor sir, it’s not. Not today, not ever. Not as long as stubborn New Yorkers have anything to say 

about it!” What one person calls stubborn is what the gospel calls faithful resistance. 
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The year 2020 promises to be a year full of emotional political discourse and propaganda. There 

will be lies half-baked and twice-baked for us to discern. I pray we have the wisdom to discern 

between what is true from what are the lies of Herod. And that we are stubborn enough to say, 

“Not today, not ever. Not as long as there are wise people who are stubborn enough to go another 

way.” Amen. 

 


