Unexpected Turns: Taking a Different Road
Isaiah 60:1-6 & Matthew 2:1-12

Beginning a new year provides an opportunity to look forward—to imagine all the things the next three hundred and sixty-five days might hold. Beginning a new decade also might invite a more long-term look into the future—to consider the shape of the years ahead.


Several years ago Josh Rittenberg overheard his parents doing just that—thinking and talking about the future. Well, more specifically, his parents were thinking and talking about his future.

Josh recalls that his dad was upset. And it wasn’t about the usual stuff parents of a sixteen year old worry about—like which college he was going to, how far away it was from home, and how much it was going to cost. Instead, Josh’s dad was upset about the world his generation was turning over to his son’s. A world he feared had a dark and difficult future—if it had a future at all.

His dad sounded like this: “There will be a pandemic that kills millions, a devastating energy crisis, a horrible worldwide depression, and a nuclear explosion set off in anger.”


As Josh lay on the living room couch, eavesdropping on his parents’ conversation and starting to worry about the future his father was describing, he found himself looking around the room at some old family photos.

There was a picture of his grandfather in his Citadel uniform. He was a member of the class of 1942—the war class. Next to his picture were photos of Josh’s great-grandparents, Ellis Island immigrants.

Seeing those photos made Josh feel a lot better. They also helped him understand why he believes that tomorrow will be better than today—that the world his generation will grow into will get better, not worse.

Josh’s grandparents and great-grandparents saw some horrible things in their lifetimes: two world wars, killer flu, segregation, a nuclear bomb. But they also saw better things: the end of two world wars, the polio vaccine, passage of the civil rights laws. They even saw the Red Socks win the World Series again after more than eighty years.


Josh believes his generation will see better things too—that they will witness the time when AIDS is cured and cancer is defeated; when the Middle East will find peace and Africa grain, and the Cubs win the World Series. He believes he will see things that seems as inconceivable today as a moon shot did to his grandfather when he was sixteen or the Internet to his father when he was sixteen.


Ever since Josh can remember, whenever he had a lousy day, his dad would put an arm around him and promise, “Tomorrow will be a better day.” Once Josh challenged his father: “How do you know that?” His father said, “I just do.” And Josh believed him.

Listening to his dad that night—so worried about what the future might hold for the next generation—Josh wanted to put his arm around his dad and say, “Don’t worry, Dad, tomorrow will be a better day.”


As we begin a new year and a new decade, perhaps those simple words—tomorrow will be a better day—remind us that we have a choice when it comes to how we approach the future. We can choose how we travel our journey—regardless of the unexpected turns it may contain. We can choose to travel with a sense of fear and dread or with a sense of hope and promise.


The first people to hear the words we heard this morning from the prophet Isaiah were at the crossroads of giving up on traveling with hope and promise. They’d been in exile for a couple of generations. They’d just come back to the bombed-out city of Jerusalem. And they were in despair. After all, who wants to live in a city where the towers are torn down and the economy has failed and nobody knows what to do about it?

In the middle of what seems to be a hopeless mess, Isaiah invites his depressed and discouraged contemporaries to look up, to hope, and to expect everything to change. In his own version of “tomorrow will be a better day,” this poet-prophet anticipates that Jerusalem will experience productivity, prosperity, and peace as it becomes a new center of international trade.

These words of hope and promise continue to be repeated—year after year, decade after decade, generation after generation. And they play a role in the story we heard today from Matthew’s gospel.


It seems that the Jews of Matthew’s generation aren’t the only ones familiar with Isaiah’s words. A group of magi from somewhere in the east also know about this prophecy. They understand that if they’re to find the new king of peace and prosperity, they need to travel to Jerusalem and bring gold and rare spices.


When they reach Jerusalem, they stop and ask where they might find the new king of the Jews. Herod—the current king in Jerusalem—hears about their arrival and their question, and he’s frightened. After all, a new king is always a threat to an old king and an old order.


The Old Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann notes that a strange thing then happens. In his panic, Herod arranges a consultation with the leading Hebrew scholars and says, “Tell me about this saying of Isaiah. What’s all this business about camels and gold and frankincense?” The scholars explain that the magi are using the wrong text—that the reading from Isaiah will mislead them because it suggests that Jerusalem will prosper and have great urban wealth and be restored as the center of the global economy. In that scenario, the scholars add, the urban elites can recover their former power and prestige and nothing will really change.


A frustrated Herod shoots back, “Well, do you have a better text?” The scholars point him to a reading from another prophet—Micah: “And you, Bethlehem . . . from you shall come a ruler who is to shepherd my people Israel.”


“This,” explains Brueggemann “is the voice of a peasant hope for the future, a voice that is not impressed with high towers and great arenas, banks and urban achievements. It anticipates a different future, as yet unaccomplished, that will organize the peasant land in resistance to imperial threat. Micah anticipates a leader who will bring well-being to his people, not by great political ambition, but by attentiveness to the folks on the ground.”

Herod tells the Eastern intellectuals the truth—and the rest, we might say, is history. They take an unexpected turn and head for Bethlehem—a rural place that’s dusty, unnoticed, and unpretentious. It, however, seems a proper place for the birth of a new kind of king who will offer a new kind of future—one of hope and promise for all rather than power and prestige for a few.


Shifting their trip from Jerusalem to Bethlehem isn’t the only unexpected turn the magi are to make. Before they leave Jerusalem, Herod asks them to stop back by on their way home and let him know about the new king.


The Eastern travelers do indeed find Jesus, along with Mary, in a house in Bethlehem. They offer the gifts they’ve brought, as well as their worship. In exchange, they receive an amazing amount of joy.


But before it’s time for them to return home, they’re warmed in a dream to avoid Herod. And so they make a second unexpected turn—taking a different road. A road that leads them home where they may become witnesses to the joy they’ve experienced, messengers of the hope and promise they’ve discovered, sharers of the belief that tomorrow will be a better day.


As we begin a new year, perhaps the good news of Christmas—news about a different kind of king who brings a different future—will encourage us to take another road. A road that will lead us to journey into a promising and hopeful tomorrow. Amen.
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