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“Guide us to thy perfect light.” 

In the name of the One who is born in us today. 

AMEN. 

 

“I am a man of very limited imagination.” 

 

My visitor smiled at me and repeated his last words. 

“Very limited imagination.” This was some years ago  

and I was in my office in another church. My visitor was a 

parishioner, now of blessed memory. And he had been 

telling me about the blood cancer, with which he had been 

diagnosed a number of years previously. 

 

At the time of diagnosis, he’d been given a matter of 

months to live. Happily, and he had told me miraculously, 

he had long outlived that short span. Which brought him to 

the observation about his own limited imagination. 

 

“The end will come, without a doubt,” he continued. I’m 

just not spending a lot of time imagining it. I’ll find out 

eventually.” 
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As we parted that day I thanked him for his wisdom, 

asked if I might share it with others, without using his 

name. He looked at me with a puzzled expression on his 

face. “What wisdom?” he asked me, with complete 

sincerity. 

 

After his visit and sometimes since, I’ve thought a lot about 

imagination. It’s tempting to think of imagination as an 

unalloyed good. Like dietary fiber or global travel – “no 

such thing as too much!”  

 

“Imaginative” is, of course, usually a high compliment. 

Part of what Matthew’s gospel shows us this morning, 

though, in this famous and oft-told tale of visitors from the 

East, is how imagination working overtime can wreak 

havoc, and how eyes wide open to the here and now can 

lead us to a place of overwhelming joy. 

 

Herod’s mind, in the story we’ve just heard, is whirling at a 

fever pitch. He’s constructed political threat, perhaps an 

insurrection. He sees it clearly. Perceives an enemy 

concealed behind every beautiful tree. 

 

These visitors from the East, on the other hand, 

are approaching Bethlehem without a real clue of what they 

will find at journey’s end. Matthew’s Magi, unlike Luke’s 

shepherds, have not been given advance word of exactly 

what they should be looking for. Go. Follow. Find. Stay 

awake. 
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Later tradition assigns a number to these visitors – three – 

and tells us that they traveled by night. Later tradition will 

assign them names – Gaspar, Melchior and Balthazar. They 

may have been carrying gold and frankincense and myrrh. 

What they were not carrying, it would seem, was a 

preconceived notion, an imagined portrait, a distorted or 

sentimentalized image of who this king would be. They had 

no idea. And sometimes no idea is the best possible place to 

begin. 

 

Star of wonder. Star of wonder. 

 

Wonder – that is, surprise and admiration in the presence of 

the beautiful and the not quite explicable. 

 

Wonder – that is, an experience that calls us out of 

ourselves and into the realms of the unmanageable 

unknown. 

 

Wonder – the close cousin of the joy experienced by these 

three, because both joy and wonder sing to us – in moments 

– of all that holds us within a network of love beyond our 

own construction or final capacity to understand. 

 

You know, a few years ago, the phrase “turn to wonder” 

had a lot of currency among professional church types.  

“Turn to wonder.” It was what you are supposed to do 

when someone else – a family member, a colleague, a 

parishioner – was mystifying and potentially angering you. 
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There is deep wisdom here, because the invitation is not 

into imagining what’s at the root of nascent conflict, 

But instead into reflecting and possibly exploring. 

Curiosity, and not necessarily imagination, is the guiding 

virtue in this dynamic. Explore versus fabricate. And 

perhaps it is curiosity that is the guiding virtue of these 

three we call wise, if wise is knowing what one does not 

know. 

 

Andrew McGowan, dean of the Berkely Seminary at Yale, 

wrote last year about Desmond Tutu that it it was the 

archbishop’s uncommon mixture of radicalism and 

openness to others – radicalism AND openness to others – 

that is, deep conviction alongside curiosity and humility – 

that lay at the heart of his singular ministry, 

that invited – in fact enabled – truth and reconciliation after 

the fall of the apartheid in South Africa.i 

 

Tutu, in his ebullient self, shared with these visitors from 

the East the overwhelming joy Mathew’s gospel describes. 

I am wondering today, as a new year begins and as the 

world commends the archbishop to God, if curiosity isn’t 

an undervalued Christian virtue. The path the star is tracing 

for us. The most reliable road to the one we name the 

Prince of Peace. 

 

“I pray that the God of our Lord, Jesus Christ,” wrote Paul 

to the Church in Ephesus, “may give you a Spirit of 

wisdom and revelation as you come to know him, so that,  
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with the eyes of your heart enlightened, you may know 

what is the hope to which he has called you.” 

 

What better words to begin this new year of life? And in 

this coming year may you grow in curiosity, in wisdom and 

in love.  

 
 

i https://theconversation.com/radicalism-mixed-with-openness-how-desmond-tutu-used-his-gifts-to-help-

end-apartheid-156499 
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