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A critically acclaimed movie called “12 Years a Slave,” is based on the 1853 book of the same title, in 
which Solomon Northup gives a firsthand account of what happened to him.  He had been a free 
black man living in Saratoga Springs, New York, when twenty years before the Civil War, he was 
lured by a couple of circus promoters to Washington, D.C., because of his skill playing the violin.  
There he was drugged, sold into slavery, and smuggled to the plantations of Louisiana.  Another 
enslaved black man advises Northup, “If you want to survive, say and do as little as possible.”  “I 
don’t want to survive,” Northup replies.  “I want to live.” 1 Thus begins Northup’s long quest for 
freedom, a search for a way toward freedom and life itself.  
 
We can be grateful that none of us has lived through as difficult a search as this, but in some ways, 
for any of us who want to do more than just survive, some kind of searching will be required.  I 
recently heard of a new kind of watch that tells more than just the current time.  It is called a Tikker 
and it gives you the opportunity to program in some information about yourself, including age, 
gender, and general health.  It then gives you an estimate of your life expectancy.  So while the 
watch tells you that it is 11:30 on January 5 of 2014, it also suggests the number of years, months, 
days, and minutes you might live before the time of your expected death and that time ticks down 
minute by minute.  The 37-year-old inventor says he invented the gadget not as a morbid novelty 
item, but in an earnest attempt to change his own thinking.  He wanted some sort of reminder to not 
sweat the small stuff and to reach for what really matters.  He had actually been a former 
gravedigger, and he figured the reality of death is the best motivator there is. 2 Of course, none of us 
really knows for sure how much time we have in this life, but the awareness of the brevity of our 
lifetime can move some people to search for a greater fullness of life in the now.      
 
Searching - King Herod, ironically, is the one in Matthew’s Gospel who tells the magi or wise men to 
search diligently for the child who had been born king of the Jews.  Herod’s motives to have them 
continue their search were different than theirs.  They would only discover that after they had 
found the Christ child.  But it seems that the magi’s search can inform our own, to the extent we 
recognize our need for searching. 
 
Their search involved a physical journey.  They were from somewhere in the East.  Matthew tells us 
very little about their point of origin – it was where they were headed that was of importance.  At 
times, whatever search for significance we might undertake might go beyond physical relocation to 
emotional, relational, or spiritual journeying.  To live in one location, even throughout one’s life 
does not mean we can’t be searching and growing during that time.  But diligent searching can 
sometimes require a long and determined journey. 
 
To guide their journey, the magi used a big and a little book.  First they were guided by the 
figurative big book of God’s creation around them with an awareness that something new and 
significant was happening with what is called the star that they were following.  There is a text in 
the world around us that helps us read a certain part of the story of which we are a part.  The magi 
were perceptive to catch something indicated in the heavens that gave a signal that God was doing 
something special.  But their reading of the big book of the created order was not enough for them 
to complete their quest.  They relied also on what is the physically small book of scripture to guide 
them to Bethlehem.  This is the book in which we listen for God speaking to us through those who 
have gone before, our mothers and fathers in the faith.  Their encounters with God, their mistakes 



and failings, as well as their hopes and wisdom are given to us so that we too can learn the way in 
which God speaks to human hearts.  Our best searching involves both the big book of God’s creation 
and the small book of scripture.  The chief priests knew well the small book, but they were 
inattentive to the big book and were unaware that God was doing something special in their midst.  
If we focus only on the big book, we may well miss the intimacy God offers us.  The magi didn’t get 
to see the full story of God’s redemptive work; none of us do.  But, by using both books offered 
them, and by sticking with it, their search blessed them and countless others. 
 
Another thought about their search – it took them beyond what was familiar.  They went into new 
territory, some place they had not been before.  That can be a bit scary; in this case it even became 
somewhat risky.  But many of the stories of faith in scripture and many of our personal accounts of 
faithful living involve somehow being on the move in some challenging ways, going where we have 
not gone before.  We may be satisfied with the status quo, but God does not tend to be.  So there are 
dreams, hopes, and longings that may be a part of God’s guidance that calls us forward.  
 
The magi didn’t have a map beforehand to give them full directions ahead of time.  There was no 
Mapquest program to give them every left and right turn ahead of time.  There are no computer 
programs that can precisely guide the kind of journeys to which we will be called.  But God will 
accompany us, strengthen us, and direct us, if we are open to put one faithful foot in front of the 
other.  And if we move forward as God guides and enables, as did the magi, we too will experience 
the goodness of God’s action that isn’t just for hometown folks, but is given for all people.  We will 
have opportunities to joyfully offer our gifts as an act of worship along the way.  And we will find 
freedom and fulfillment of life itself as we make our way forward by the light God gives.  If it hasn’t 
already, by God’s grace, let our diligent searching begin.  
 
   
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1 Directed by Steve McQueen, Screenplay by John Ridley, “Twelve Years a Slave,” 2013. 
 
2 http://www.npr.org/blogs/health/2013/12/31/256596253/nothing-focuses-the-mind-like-the-
ultimate-deadline-death and http://mytikker.com/ 
 



  
 


