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“A Sense of Wonder”
Psalm 72:1-19; Matthew 2:1-12 January 4, 2015

I remember the first time I saw images of deep space taken 
by the Hubble telescope. It was as if I were peering into the 
very depths of this mysterious God-created universe. I was 
overcome with a profound sense of wonder and a vision of 
something greater than my mind could comprehend. My 
thoughts ran to the words of the 72nd Psalm: 

“Blessed be the Lord, the God of Israel, 
who alone does wondrous things. 
Blessed be his glorious name for ever; 
may his glory fill the whole earth. (72: 18, 19)”

I could sense God’s glory revealed in the heavens. 
The Wise Men study the stars and ponder the meaning 

of the appearance of a new star. Even without a deep space 
telescope, the universe for them is a place of wonder. They 
search for truth beyond their own minds, their immediate 
experiences and their ancient philosophies. The natural 
world points them to mysteries beyond comprehension. 
They are willing to leave the easy comforts of home and all 
that is familiar to follow a star to some as yet undiscovered 
truth. They endure hard travel and great danger. When 
they come to Bethlehem, they fall down and worship the 
source of all wonder.

Wonder is the sense that the world in which we live is 
an astonishing place. Wonder is awe in the presence of 
mystery. Or, we might say in the church, wonder is awe in 
the presence of the holy. These Wise Men recognize the 
presence of something holy in the birth of Jesus that cannot 
be explained by anything they have ever thought or known.  
Wonder is falling down on our knees and giving ourselves 
to something greater than ourselves, that we cannot control 
but simply receive in grateful adoration. Wonder leads us 
to the light.

Some would say that the modern world has lost the 
capacity for wonder because we have reduced reality to 
what we can taste, touch, hear, see and smell with our 
limited senses. We have let our minds become the measure 
of all things. The writings of the so-called new atheists – 
Richard Dawkins, Sam Harris and Christopher Hitchens 
– attempt to reduce reality to what the human mind can 
know through science and reason. They leave no room for 

God. We assume that if we cannot measure, evaluate or 
explain something by human reason or scientific inquiry, 
then it cannot possibly be real or true. Following the Greek 
philosophers, we, too, assume that human beings are the 
measure of all things; we place ourselves at the center of 
the universe. The inevitable consequence of overestimating 
our capacity to understand and overextending our grasp to 
control the world around us is the loss of wonder and the 
creation of anxiety. We dwell in darkness.

The age of wonder has become the age of anxiety. 
Lawrence Ferlinghetti, a poet of the beat generation, once 
wrote, “I am waiting for the rebirth of wonder…I am 
waiting for the Age of Anxiety to drop dead.” (from I Am 
Waiting)

Anxiety is a sense of dread of the unknown, a fear of that 
which we cannot control. It is a paralyzing and pathological 
insecurity. King Herod knows all about anxiety and very 
little about wonder. His insecurity leads him to an anxiety-
driven effort to hold on to power and to control the world 
around him. When the Wise Men come to him seeking 
information about the birth of the King of the Jews, Herod 
knows there is no room in Israel for another king. Herod 
was not born to be king. His family was from Edom. 
They invented a family tree out of uncertain origins. They 
converted to Judaism for political reasons. His grandfather 
was a general; his father was a politician. Unlike the ideal 
king to come, he was not of the line of David. He was 
named King of the Jews by the Emperor Octavius and the 
Roman Senate. He took the throne by defeating the last 
Hasmonean ruler. Now he hears of the birth of this new 
legitimate king. He has every reason to be anxious. Like 
anxiety-driven people, he over-reacts, plots, schemes and 
causes many innocent people, even children, to die. Herod 
denies the possibility that something wonderful might 
happen that is not his own doing. The Wise Men follow the 
light, but Herod is trapped in his own dark, anxious plans. 

We live in an age of anxiety. We are anxious about global 
terrorism, the rise of ISIS, the world economy, privacy in an 
age of technology, and the spread of Ebola. Anxiety touches 
us as individuals as well. There is so much that impacts our 
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lives and yet seems beyond our control. We are all wrapped 
up in the rise and fall of the stock market, the daily grind at 
work or school, the struggles we face in our relationships, 
or the concerns we have about our health. We grasp and 
hoard, thinking we can make ourselves secure. We treat 
others as objects to manipulate for our own purposes 
rather than enjoying the mystery of their otherness and 
their being. Anxiety leads us to reduce the mysteries of life 
to things more manageable.

Some years ago, I attended a Christmas party for children 
who lived in shelters all across the city. At the party, the 
children were invited to select and wrap Christmas gifts for 
their family members so they, too, would experience the 
joy of giving. I sat on the floor with an eight year old boy. I 
watched him wrap and decorate a package for his mother. 
He was managing quite well with one free hand and the 
other one in a cast. Trying to engage him in conversation, 
I asked, “How did you break your arm?” “I didn’t break 
it,” he replied. “A man broke into our house and shot me 
in the hand.” Where in this child’s life is there any room 
for wonder? 

The magi who seek the baby born to be the Savior of the 
world know that this world is filled with great dangers, 
but also with the wonder of God’s activity. Only those 
with the eyes of faith can see what God is doing. The 
world is charged with mystery, wonder and miracle. In 
his book simply entitled, Moses, the Jewish theologian 
Martin Buber explores these wonders through the eyes 
of faith. In speaking of the parting of the Red Sea, Buber 
says that a “miracle… means nothing but an abiding sense 
of astonishment, in which the current system of cause 
and effect becomes, as it were, transparent and permits a 
glimpse of the sphere in which a sole power, not restricted 
by another other, is at work.” (Moses, pp. 76-77) That 
single power, of course, is God. To live in wonder is to peel 
back the layers of creation and live each day with a sense of 
the holy. To live in wonder is to fall down and worship this 
child born in Bethlehem and give ourselves to Him.   

Sometime ago a man, whom you or I might observe to 
“have it all,” came into my study, sat down, and began to 
speak. In quiet, but determined voice he said, “My work 
is going well; my family seems to be doing fine. I am here 
because I am missing something. I am not sure exactly how 
to put it. I feel anxious. I want to live a better life – a deeper 
life – a more peaceful life. I want to know God. Could that 
be it?” 

To live in wonder is to live with abiding astonishment 
at the miraculous thing God is doing in the midst of an 

anxious world. It is to say “Yes” to God in a world all too 
ready to say “No.” To live in wonder is to walk in the light 
of Christ.


