
“Search diligently” (Matthew 2: 8) 
 

For most people Christmas is over – the decorations are put away,  
 the lights switched off,  
  the cake eaten,  
   and the presents consumed, used or returned with their gift receipts  
– but not here and not yet. Here Christmas continues because it’s about God-with-us. And this 
morning we’re staying with the Epiphany story for a little longer.        
 

The popular story of magi, a star and the offering of precious gifts didn’t come from nowhere – 
it came from several pages of the Old Testament, one of which held the fourth oracle of a bad 
prophet called Balaam. When, in Numbers 24, Balaam eventually learns that he has been 
looking for God in the wrong places, he says, “I see him, but not now; I behold him, but not near 
– a star shall come out of Jacob.”  The story of the magi is the story of a search for God.     
 

I find it interesting that many cathedrals and large churches exhibit works of art, often in 
Advent, at Christmas and in Lent, but in some cases throughout the year.  I find the other side of 
the coin equally interesting, that much modern art on display in galleries speaks to people’s 
spiritual sides.  It’s as if the Millennium Bridge between St Paul’s and the Tate Modern carries 
the traffic that passes between religion and art.  People may go to either building at opposite 
ends of the bridge for the same religious purpose.  Even so, a reporter once challenged a St 
Paul’s clergyman by arguing that art galleries are the cathedrals of today, so there is no need for 
church.  He may have had a point because members of the public are drawn to galleries in great 
numbers by their beauty and their accessibility, and we might wonder: Why aren’t they drawn to 
churches in similar numbers in their quest for God, truth or beauty?  There is, though, an 
important difference between a gallery and a church:  galleries are filled with images all looking 
for a narrative, while we have a narrative, a story, a gospel to tell, and all we need is the 
confidence to let pictures illuminate and enrich it.1       

 

The beautiful, magical and mysterious story of the magi supplies such a picture and has several 
recurring themes.  The theme I want to focus on this morning is the theme of searching:  
 in their quest for God, they scoured and searched the astrological charts and studied the 
 stars for clues of divine activity;  
  they set off from a great distance across the desert sands to look for the child  
  whom they believed was born to be king of the Jews;  
   after seeking him in the wrong place and meeting Herod instead, they  
   continued their journey under Herod’s instruction “Search diligently”;  
 and Herod, too, searches high and low for the child, ordering the murder of every 
 younger than two-year-old in Bethlehem in the process.   
 

Hence our first hymn: “Guide where our infant redeemer is laid.”    
  

In the middle of the second world war, the poet W H Auden wrote a long poem entitled ‘For the 
Time Being.’ The time being was war time and the poem mused on the significance of Christmas 
for such times.  At one point each of the wise men offers his reason for following the star:   
The first says, “To discover how to be truthful now”,  
 the second, “To discover how to be living now”,  
  and the third, “To discover how to be loving now,”  
   then, to sum up, all say, “To discover how to be human now.”  

                                                           
1 The clergyman who ruminated on the reporter’s question in this manner was Steven Croft in Mission-shaped Questions 

(2008)    



That, the search for what it is to be truly and fully human, is the greatest single search that 
unites our distracted and fractured world.  If Christianity is to have any relevance, it will be only 
because men and women come to it for an answer to that question.  In other words, the Church 
must be the place people come to find their way to God.  Is this the place to look? If we explore 
this church and its life will we find God?          
 

When we think of history’s great explorers we might think of Christopher Columbus who set sail 
westwards to reach the east.  He kept a journal and, on 26th December, he dreamt of discovering 
“quantities of gold, thick bands of it, and also precious stones and pearls and endless spices.”  
He reminded the King and Queen of Spain, whom he imagined reading his journal one day, that 
the riches he would bring back to Castile would enable them to make preparations to recover the 
Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem for Christendom, and in making this promise he revealed the true 
aspirations of Renaissance Europe. While Columbus looked for gold, there was also a spiritual 
quest.  Lust for material wealth was compounded with a desire to return to the innocence of 
Eden.2 Columbus’s quest was not only for the gold of imperial expansion and material riches, 
but also for the golden purity of truth, beauty and innocence. His journey back to Eden was a 
journey to Bethlehem where our infant redeemer was laid, where a starlight might shine in the 
darkness.  
 

In contemporary society, I detect a similar perpetual search for truth and purity.  I suspect, 
whether acknowledged or not, that people look for God. So, if life is often compared to a 
journey, from cradle to grave and so on, it may be better described as a quest (for a Holy Grail) 
or a hunt (for an elusive animal) – a search for God, who moves on just as we are about to catch 
up.          
 

St Augustine’s Confessions is the world’s first autobiography, a meditation on his life written as 
if a prayer of confession to God.  It describes his struggles to come to terms with the experience 
of living in this perplexing world, and at one point he calls this world “a region of unlikeness.”  
Now, what did he mean?  He meant that the world we live in has lost its original identity as 
made in the likeness of God;  
 the world is no longer like Eden;  
  people are no longer like God;  
it’s a land of unlikeness, leaving us to search for the way back to being like God in a world like 
God’s world.             
 

Remember those wise men in Auden’s poem and what they looked for?  They were given their 
answer at the end of that long poem when, feeling that Christmas is now over, the Narrator 
addresses us directly: 
  

 “Well, so that is that. Now we must dismantle the tree, 

 Putting the decorations back into their cardboard boxes -- 

 Some have got broken -- and carrying them up to the attic. 

 The holly and the mistletoe must be taken down and burnt, 

 And the children got ready for school. There are enough 

 Left-overs to do, warmed-up, for the rest of the week –“ 

 

But it’s not over.  Recognising that “The Time Being is, in a sense, the most trying time of all,” 
Auden brings his poem to an end with an invitation and promises of adventure, a return to Zion 
and heavenly union with God:      
 

                                                           
2 A point made by Graham Ward in True Religion (2003) 



 “He is the Way. 

 Follow Him through the Land of Unlikeness; 

 You will see rare beasts, and have unique adventures. 

 He is the Truth. 

 Seek Him in the Kingdom of Anxiety; 

 You will come to a great city that has expected your return for years. 

 He is the Life. 

 Love Him in the World of the Flesh; 

 And at your marriage all its occasions shall dance for joy.” 

Therefore, Herod-like I say, search diligently. Search deep in the darkness,  
 through prayer,  
  through encounter with people,  
   through art, music, truth and beauty,  
    through worship, search diligently, search for God-in-Christ.  
On presenting their precious gifts to the Christ-child, the Matthean magi see, but not now, the 
one whose kingship would not be visible historically until he had hung on the cross beneath the 
title The King of the Jews. The least we can do who saw the Christ-child, however dimly, at 
Christmas, is to continue our quest and accompany others on theirs, remembering that the one 
we seek was recorded once as saying, “Seek and you shall find.”  

 
 

 


