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The first line has to hook ‘em. 

You only get one chance, so the first line has to be great. It has to set context, spark 
curiosity, and hint at what’s to come. The first line has to draw them in and hook them. 
All great stories, songs, or sermons have great first lines. 

 
Springsteen’s “Thunder Road,”  
 
 A screen door slams, Mary’s dress waves… 
 
Moby Dick,  
 
 Call me Ishmael. 
 
C.S. Lewis opens “Voyage of the Dawn Treader” this way,  
 

There was a boy called Eustace Clarence Scrubb, and he almost deserved it. 
 
Snoopy at his typewriter atop his dog house,  
 
 It was a dark and stormy night…. 
 
You get the idea. The first line is crucial for setting the stage, casting the conflict, and opening 
the mystery. Which is why the first sentence of our text this morning is so important. 
 

After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the time of Herod, Magi came from 
the east… 

 
“During the time of Herod….” 

That short line launches the familiar story of the “three kings of orient are” who bearing 
gifts traversed afar. You know the details. 

 
They come in search of an infant king because of their exploration of the night sky. 

In fact, the word translated as “Magi” is most often connected to priests of 
Zoroastrianism, a religious sect that practiced astrology. They weren’t your safe and 
sanitary “spiritual but not religious” types; they were strange sorcerers and stargazers. 

And in one of the other places where the word is used the Apostle Paul describes 
a Magi (whatever the singular is) as “…a child of the devil and an enemy of 
everything that is right… full of all kinds of deceit and trickery… perverting the 
right ways of the Lord.” 

 



But, in that first sentence Matthew places these astrologers “during the time of Herod.” For while 
Herod lurks in the shadows as an encourager of their journey and a specter in their dreams he is 
also a symbol of the Empire and the embodiment of the cultural, social, and political reality. 
 
Matthew notes that the news of the birth frightens Herod “and all of Jerusalem with him” 
signaling the inevitable tension between kings and kingdoms. It sets the stage for the struggle 
over lordship, allegiance, and ultimate sovereignty. 

Who’s king, Herod or the one born to a peasant woman from a backwater town? 
Who’s king, the one in the palace or the one hanging on a splintered cross bar? 

 
“During the time of Herod” is a first glimpse of the coming clash between Empire and Kingdom. 
Jack Roeda puts it this way:  

 
That Kingdom is not an inner sanctuary, a private concern, but an alternative people, an 
alternative world, an alternative politics. Herod did not murder the little ones because he 
feared that the child in Bethlehem would grow up to take away people’s sins, but because 
the child was born a King, and if a King, then a kingdom. Herod’s fury marks a clash of 
kingdoms. It’s the opening battle of the Great War, and the dead are martyrs, witnesses 
to that great conflict. 

 
We bundled up our grandson, Jack, yesterday for an early morning walk. Fluffy fresh snow was 
hanging on the trees, Jack was slung across my daughter’s chest in some stylish-Swedish-baby-
sling, and everything was quiet and quaint. 
 
We walked past a front yard creche: the cattle were lowing, the sheep curled up at the shepherd’s 
feet, Joseph hovering over Mary, and a star affixed atop the wooden barn. There was no crying 
coming from the manager. This was the idyllic Christmas scene that carols, and sentiment, and 
Hallmark drew up. 
 
Then my daughter noticed that the “three kings” were on the other side of the yard. They were 
headed toward the barnyard menagerie but they were as far away as possible. They were 
positioned as outsiders – the patron saints of seekers. And I like to think that if there’s a place for 
them at the birth of the Messiah, then there’s a place for other restless searchers. Maybe these 
creche owners got it more right than most…. 
 
But, dear friends, the entrance of the Magi also triggers a brutal struggle that will mean the 
slaughter of innocents and eventually the death of the one wrapped in swaddling cloth. It might 
not be the nativity scene that we saw on our morning walk. It might not be the Christmas that 
warms the heart and sets the table with plum pudding, but it is the Christmas of the gospels. It is 
an of epiphany of the coming clash. 
 
So, what are we to make of that “Great War”? 
How then do we live in the clash between Empire and Kingdom? 
Is it just theological noise or is that struggle somehow essential for us? 
In the time of Herod, in the time of Trump, or for that matter, in the time of Obama, how would 
we be faithful to Jesus Christ? 



 
In the middle of American, about a half hour from Topeka, Kansas, there’s a small town that’s 
busting at the seams. Saint Marys, Kansas is home to a movement of conservative Catholics who 
have decided that the only way to be faithful is to pull out of American culture and create their 
own community. As they see it, in a world were sexual expression has become the highest good, 
they have no choice but to escape what they describe as a “barbarism.” To quote the parish 
priest, “We can’t keep things out that we’d like to keep out completely,” but the environment in 
St. Marys is “as conducive as possible for children to save their souls.” 
 
Saint Marys isn’t the only example of religious folks who have decided to retreat from the 
Empire in pursuit of their kingdoms. There are Amish communities, Orthodox Jewish 
communities, movements among African Americans, branches of Islam, Mormons, and 
environmentalists, etc, etc. All who have tried to separate. As one scholar describes it:  
 

These groups ostensibly have little in common, but they share a sense that living 
according to their beliefs while continuing to participate in mainstream American life is 
not possible. They have elected to undertake what might be termed cultural secession. 

 
Cultural secession is clearly one option in the struggle between Empire and Kingdom. Flee the 
Empire and build the Kingdom…. 

And I get it. We raised two wonderful kids in the corrosive sewage of American culture 
and it was messy and painful and it took its toll. I think we’re, all us (my little family), 
broken and stained by the Empire. 

 
But, I wonder if there isn’t an alternative to secession. 
I wonder if there’s another way to live faithfully in the “time of Herod.” 
 
Our text opens with a great first line, but the last line is one of my favorites. 
Our translation has it:  
 
 They returned to their country by another route. 
 
Singer/Songwriter James Taylor paraphrased it in a song as:  
 
 They went home by another way. 
 
The text reads that they were warned in a dream not to return to Herod, but it also notes that they 
followed the star and upon seeing Mary and the child they bowed, worshipped, and gave gifts. 
So, I guess they could have simply hightailed it home in fear, skirted the highways of Herod and 
stuck to the back roads, never to be heard from again. 

But, I like to imagine that as they encountered Jesus some light dawned. I like to imagine 
that the love of God pushed through and they caught a glimpse of a different kingdom 
and they simply couldn’t go home the way they came. 

 
Can we go home by another way? 
Can we live in the midst of the Empire by the light of the Kingdom? 



 
Dear friends, while the gospel may call some to secession I think that others are called to light 
candles in the darkness. I think others are called to live by that which is emblematic of the 
coming Kingdom and not the predominant Empire. To put it bluntly, to embody the Beatitudes, 
or live by the Sermon on the Mount, rather than the curriculum of American culture. 
 To consistently reach toward the bruised and the marginalized,  
 to love the one who is hard to love, even our enemies,  
 to forgive without first getting even,  
 to turn our face toward the poor,  
 to side with gay and straight,  
 to love and protect the earth,  
 to be consistently choose life,  

to welcome the outsider,  
to take up the cross,  

 to go home by another way… 
 
I am not suggesting that we’ll be unsullied. 
I am not suggesting that we’ll be successful by the markers and measures of this world. 
I am not suggesting that we’ll curry favor with God or be heralded by humanity. 
I am not suggesting that we’ll even get it right…. 

I am suggesting that in seeking first the Kingdom we will trade fear for joy, and despair 
for hope, that we’ll form different communities, and that we’ll ultimately trust in the 
ways of the child-king over against the emperor. 

Because I believe finally and fully love wins. For the Kingdom of God - born in a 
manager and remembered at this table - has already defeated the Empire. Thanks 
be to God. 

 
Therefore, during the time of the emperor, let’s go home by another way. 
Amen. 


