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 The New Year is a time for reviewing the past year and 
setting goals for the coming year or however many years 
you like to plan ahead.  I used to think in terms of planning 
the next 5 or 10 years or more.  And there’s value to looking 
ahead and having a Plan A and Plan B.  But there’s a danger 
in planning if we see it as a way of trying to control the 
future.  Setting goals without paying attention to the quality 
of our relationship now with God is foolish.  And life has a 
way of changing our plans.  What was that about “the best 
laid plans of mice and men”? 

 The story of the magi is in part a story about divine 
guidance.   The word Magi has several connotations, but 
given the context here it probably refers to astrologers, who 
may also have been priests from Persia, present-day Iran.  
Why astrologers and priests?  Because they were following a 
star and seeking guidance from scripture.  Seeking 
understanding from scripture is an indisputable way of 
seeking God’s guidance.  Bible reading and understanding 
should be part of every Christian’s search for God’s will for 
them.  But I think we should downplay astrology  - there’s 
too much room for manipulation.  To Matthew, the writer of 
the Gospel, it was natural that such a great event as the 
birth of the Messiah should be accompanied by a 
supernatural sign, such as the discovery of a star.  He was 
not encouraging readers to base their lives on astrological 
charts and predictions.   But we should always leave the 
door open to guidance coming in a remarkable and striking 
way.  



 Another form of guidance is mentioned - a dream.  The 
magi were warned in a dream not to return to Herod.  If 
they were intuitive at all they would have sensed Herod’s 
evil intent.  The dream would have confirmed their 
suspicions.  Dreams can be important forms of guidance, but 
may require considerable reflection on their meaning, before 
one makes any changes based on dreams.  The message of 
the dream should be confirmed by other means, such as 
conversation with a trusted friend or counselor. 

 So scripture reading, supernatural signs, dreams, our 
own intuitions, conversations with others as well as our own 
common sense are all ways by which God guides his people.   
My overall sense is that the direction God wants for us 
emerges from all of these plus the circumstances of our 
lives.  The most helpful questions I know are: where is God 
presently active in your life?  Where is God bringing you 
meaning and joy?  Where are the seeds of what is to come?  
Let the answers to these questions help begin to guide you 
into the future. 

 Karl Barth, the great German theologian, was asked in 
1950 to contribute to a journal series about what lay ahead 
in theology.  This is what he said:  “To the best of my 
memory, at no stage in my career did I plan more than the 
immediate next steps.  And these next steps grew inevitably 
out of the steps I had already taken … As I see it now my 
career has been a succession of present moments…  I found 
myself always set before some immediate problem, some 
new thing that claimed me … that was difficult enough, and 
so I never could think about tomorrow or the day after… “ 

“I feel like a man in a boat that I must row and steer 
diligently; but it swims in a stream I do not control.  It glides 
along between ever new and often totally strange shores, 



carrying me towards the goals set for me, goals that I see 
and choose only when I approach them…  I pray for my 
daily bread, receive it and eat it, and let the next day take 
care of itself…  All I can really contribute to your enterprise 
is three words … wait and see!” 

 There is so much wisdom in his words, especially when 
he described his career as “a succession of present 
moments.”  I believe that life is very much that way, a 
succession of present moments, which unfold their meaning 
as we follow God through them. 

 Perhaps that was the experience of the Magi also, as 
they sought the birth of the Messiah, the one born to be 
king not only of Jews but the whole world.  There’s a lot of 
trust involved as we seek God’s path for us.  There’s a lot 
that is unseen by us, hidden but waiting to be revealed.  It’s 
a bit like a rose that unfolds from a tight bud to reveal its 
glorious color and fragrance.  Life unfolds its gifts to us as 
we trust in God.  We are not given to have clear sight of 
what lies ahead, and we must be prepared to be flexible.  
But in all things we must trust that the future is in God’s 
hands and we are in God’s hands, and those hands are 
good. 


