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Home by Another Way 
Matthew 2:1-12 

  
Today is the first day of Epiphany—the season of light.  Looking back, I hope each of you 

had a glorious Christmas, but maybe you feel as if you were dragged through December, pulled 
through these wintry days.  

Some years ago Carol Burnett was riding in a taxi cab: 

After she paid her fare, she got out of the cab, and closed the door with the tail of her coat 
trapped in the door.  The cab driver drove off pulling Carol Burnett alongside the cab. 

A passerby saw what was happening and waved the cab driver down.  When the cab 
driver realized what had happened, he bolted out of his cab, ran around the other side, opened 
up the door freeing Carol Burnett.  He was so apologetic and kept asking over and over again, 
"Are you alright, are you alright?"  She assured him that she was and then, only as Carol Burnett 
would do, asked the cab driver, "How much more do I owe you?" (Rev. Donald Shelby). 

For millions of Americans, the year past was a significant financial and emotional 
struggle.  Now that Christmas is over, they and we may be wondering if another shoe is going to 
drop.  In a famous poem called "For the Time Being," W. H. Auden writes about the post 
Christmas let-down.  "Well, so that is that," Auden writes, 

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 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--/ not that we have much appetite, having drunk such a 
lot,/ stayed up so late, attempted--quite unsuccessfully--/  to love all our relatives, and in 
general/ grossly overestimated our powers.  Once again/ as in previous years we have seen the 
actual vision and/ failed/ to do more than entertain it as an agreeable/ possibility, once again 
we have sent him away/ begging though to remain his disobedient servant,/ the promising child 
who cannot keep his word for long. 

 To be sure, W. H. Auden’s view of life after Christmas is a cynical one.  But that, 
unfortunately, is where many of God's people live and move and have their being these days.  It 
was precisely the same in our Scripture lesson for the morning.  For after we have the wonder 
and beauty and power of Bethlehem, then reality rears its ugly head.  The last line of chapter 
one of Matthew tells us that Joseph and Mary name their newborn son "Jesus."  Then Chapter 
Two begins this way:  "In the time of King Herod…"  If we were going to turn this passage into a 
play or a musical, this is where the music would suddenly become dark and ominous:  Dum da 
dum dum!  Matthew's first line of our Scripture passage gives us an immediate clue that there is 
trouble ahead.  Sure enough, the opening verses of Matthew 2 tell us that wise men from the 



East arrive in Jerusalem, asking how they can find "the child who has been born King of the 
Jews?'   The three kings or astrologers say they have been following his star.  King Herod is 
frightened by these words, and he learns from the chief priests and scribes that it is with good 
reason:  what the wise men are speaking about is a prophecy that a child, destined to become 
Israel’s shepherd, is to be born in the City of David.  The text tells us that Herod "secretly" calls 
the wise men together to ask them the details of when the great star appeared.  He says he 
wants to worship the child, and so Herod invites the three kings to come and bring him word 
where exactly the Messiah has been born, once they find him.  Then we have the famous 
account of the wise men following the path of the star until it comes to rest over the place of 
Jesus’ birth.  Matthew tells us that they open their treasures before the infant king, and offer 
him gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh.  But it is the last verse of the Scripture, verse 12 upon 
which this sermon turns:  "And having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left 
for their own country by another road." 

So now the wonder and majesty and mystery of the Christ event has been taken over by 
the super ego of a Roman ruler who can't stand the thought of being supplanted by a spiritual 
ruler.  As with all of his other dealings, King Herod the Great operates in secret.  He only 
pretends to be an open and affirming monarch.  In reality, Herod is an evil man--bent on the 
destruction of the Infant Jesus.   

Through the passage of time, the word "Herod" has become synonymous with all 
manner of bad things.  King Herod the great became the progenitor of a fearsome group of 
corrupt, wicked monarchs--including Herod Archelaus, Herod Antipas and Herod Agrippa.  In 
one of the Prayers of Confession during Advent, we spoke about "the Herods of need and 
greed."  In a sermon which he preached on this text, an Episcopal Priest by the name of Harry 
Pritchett asked a series of questions:  Could it be that our world is really Herod's world…the 
Roman world...rather than the mysterious eastern world of the wise men?  Are we not more 
children of Herod than descendants of those starry-eyed star gazers?  Do we not seek order, 
decency, efficiency, control, rather than the unclear, vague, formless mystical naiveté of the 
wise men? (The Very Rev. Harry Pritchett, Jr., TEC. "Another Way Home"). 

There will always be Herods among us to bring us down.  Pritchett says "Contemporary 
Herods are also those people, institutions, and cultural assumptions that kill the childlike 
wonder in us all.  Herods inside or outside us always say…"It can't be done…there is no 
way…you must never take a chance…everything you do must be useful and 
efficient…imagination is worth nothing…playing is wasteful…do not follow stars" (Pritchett, 
"Another Way Home"). 

Other Herods encourage us to become trapped by addictions or to focus only on 
ourselves or to destroy our sense of the holy.   These "Herods of need and greed" can snag us 
as surely as Carol Burnett was snagged by the taxi cab.     

 The late novelist, Fulton Oursler, the man who wrote The Greatest Story Ever Told also 
wrote The Greatest Book Ever Written.  Oursler once wrote a powerful story of man who 
became trapped by life: 



Some years ago, so the story goes, there lived in an English city a man named Fred 
Armstrong.  He worked in the local post office where he was known as the "dead letter man" 
because his job was to handle and work with letters whose addresses were difficult to read or 
track down.  He lived in an old, but cozy, little house with his wife, a young daughter named 
Marian, and a tiny son. 

 After supper each night, Fred Armstrong liked to sit in his rocker in front of the fireplace 
and tell his children of his latest exploits in delivering lost letters.  He considered himself quite a 
detective!  His wife and children were proud of him, and they loved to hear his fascinating 
stories.  All was happy and beautiful in their quiet little world…until disaster struck. 

Their little boy became critically ill and within forty-eight hours he was dead.  So quickly 
he became sick and was gone.  Fred Armstrong just couldn't handle it.  In his sorrow, Fred 
Armstrong’s soul seemed to die.  His wife…and his little daughter, Marian, tried to comfort him, 
but to no avail.  His own life was now like a "dead letter"...with no destination. 

Each morning, Fred Armstrong rose from his bed and went to work like a sleepwalker.  
He never spoke unless spoken to.  He ate his lunch alone.  He sat like a statue at the supper 
table.  He went to bed early each night.  But, his wife knew that he lay there most of the night 
grief-stricken with eyes wide open…staring at the ceiling. 

 As the months passed, his depression deepened.  His wife tried to reason with him that 
such despair was unfair to their dead son and even more unfair to the living.  But nothing she 
said reached him.  Christmas was coming now.  One bleak afternoon, Fred Armstrong sat at 
work on his high stool and pushed a pile of letters under the swinging electric lamp.  On top of 
the stack of dead letters was a letter that caught his eye. 

The address was written in pencil in crude block letters.  It read: 

Santa Claus 
North Pole 

Fred Armstrong started to throw it away when suddenly he noticed the return address…was his 
own address!  He opened the letter.  Here's how it read: 

"Dear Santa Claus, 

We are all very sad at our house this year.  So I don't want you to bring me anything.  My 
little brother went to heaven last spring. 

 All I want you to do when you come to our house is to take my brother's toys to him.  I'll 
leave them in the corner by the kitchen stove…his hobby horse and train and everything. 

I know he will be lost in heaven without them…most of all his horse.  He always liked 
riding it so much, so you must take it to him, please…and you needn't leave me anything. 

 But, Santa, if you could give Daddy something that would make him like he used to be, 
make him sit in the rocker by the fireplace and tell me some stories.  I do wish you would. 



 I heard him say to Mommy once that only eternity could cure him.  Could you bring him 
some of that?  His name is Fred Armstrong. I promise I will be a good girl. 

Love and thanks, 
Marian Armstrong" 

That night through the lighted streets, Fred Armstrong walked home a little faster 
praying "God help me."  He burst through the kitchen door like a man who had to hurry up to 
make up for lost time.  He was smiling again, just like he used to…only his eyes were misty.  He 
kissed his wife and hugged her warmly.  Then, he scooped little daughter, Marian, up in his arms 
and squeezed her tightly, as he sat down in his rocking chair before the fireplace. 

"What’s the matter, Daddy?" little Marian asked him, as he hugged her close.  
"Nothing," he said.  "Nothing’s the matter.  I just want to tell you a story!  I have lots of good 
stories to tell you!" (Dr. James W. Moore, "A Little Child Shall Lead Them"). 

Fred Armstrong was saved by a little child and found his way home by another way.  And 
that is the message of Christmas, of course.  As you and I deal with the Herods of modern life, 
there is the redeeming power of the Christmas story.  We all have been given treasures along 
the way.  There is that gift that comes which says we don't need to live as we have before.  It is 
possible to make changes to the people we are.  And so may the transforming spirit of 
Bethlehem abide with us all as we strive to go home by another way in the New Year ahead! 

 Copyright 2019 by the Rev. Dr. Mark Allen Doty 
 


