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Searching 

With the turning of the calendar year this week, like many of you I’m sure I’ve 
found myself thinking about the new year, and particularly about the two main 
exercises that each new year presents—and although New Year’s is technically 
a secular holiday, I think I’d even call them spiritual exercises—the first being the 
exercise of taking a step back and allowing yourself the time to glance back over 
the contours of the year, and to survey or review what has been; and then the 
second exercise, of course, being that of trying to think ahead about the year to 
come, and specifically to try to think of what we might want to change or adjust 
within our own lives, maybe even as a practice of faith as we try to imagine and 
discern who it is that God has in mind for us to become in the new year.  

Of course these resolutions are notoriously difficult to keep. I’ve heard that, for 
example, over half of Americans say that they engage in this yearly exercise of 
making resolutions, and then of that half, about half report actually being able to 
keep these resolutions.  

My personal feeling about the new year is that some years I find myself leaning 
more heavily towards the resolution side of things, whereas in others I lean more 
towards the review side, and I’m not sure if it’s been like this for you this year or 
not, but for myself I’ve found this to be the type of year that leans more towards 
the review side of things.  

Certainly when we think about it on the global scale at least, 2014 was a 
tumultuous year here on planet Earth. The word I kept coming across as I read 
“year in review” type pieces this week was the word “turbulent,” which I think 
seems appropriate given world events. 

The most interesting and compelling of these “year in review” pieces that I found 
this year was put together by Google and they called it a “Year in Search.” The 
premise was pretty simple but powerful, the idea being that what we search for is 
perhaps the most honest peak we have into what we most care about; that what 
we search for tells us something about who we are.   

So for example, in 2013, a year which compared to this past one can seem more 
innocent and naïve, what topped the search charts were the pretty frivolous 
searches for “selfie,” as in the way of taking a picture of oneself with a cell phone, 
and “twerking” as a term for a new type of dancing, whereas this year what 
topped the charts were the more serious matters of ISIS and Ebola.  

Among all the “Year in Search” topics, one that I found particularly interesting 
was the “Year in Questions” review. In terms of the six key questions of 



journalism, for example—who, what, why, where, when, and how—it turns out 
that we search for the question “how” 8x more than any other.  

When I read that I thought about some of my own recent “how” searches—“How 
to plant paperwhites?” –thank you Heidi for those; “How to fix a leaky toilet 
handle,” thank you to the joys of new home ownership; and “How to jump-start a 
Prius,” thank you to the joys of hybrid car ownership.  

But for the internet as a whole, it seems that the top “how” question was a 
technological one, “how to airdrop,” referring to Apple’s apparently complicated 
program for sharing media between devices; but following that were some more 
intriguing “how” questions. Number 3 was “how to vote,” followed by number 4: 
“how to kiss,” and so it seems we’re slightly more interested in our civic duty than 
we are in our romantic endeavors, although it’s a close race. In fact, it may 
ultimately lean towards the romantic, because the number 2 “how” question was 
“how to contour,” which, I had to look it up, is a makeup technique for highlighting 
the features of one’s face, which I guess makes sense in that we’d be interested 
in looking good before we find someone to kiss.  

There actually was a surprising romantic trend or thread throughout this past year 
in search. For example, in terms of the “what” questions, the most searched for 
out of all the “what” questions was the question “what is love?”  

I was also surprised to learn that, out of all the words written and typed and 
texted and tweeted this year, the most commonly used word for the first time ever 
actually wasn’t even technically a word—the most common word this year, for the 
first time ever was the emoji or symbol for “<3”technically an ideogram, a simple 
picture of a heart as a shorthand representation for love, the most popular word 
of the year. 

There were a few other interesting things I just wanted to highlight about this year 
in search. If you happen to be one of those people who has a poor sense of 
direction, then you’re not alone, as the question “Where am I?” topped the list of 
all the “where” questions, followed in second place by reference to the Olympics 
earlier this year, “Where is Sochi?” 

One of the absences in this year in search that I as a pastor was particularly 
interested to note was that there seemed to be a void of spiritual and theological 
questions from this past year, but there were a couple of questions that struck a 
similar chord, as “What is life?” and “Who am I?” topped the list of this year’s 
existential questions.  

Finally, looking month-by-month in the “Year in Search,” I was reminded of a 
hopeful search trend which spiked in August, as with over 90 million searches 
and with more than a few buckets of ice over $100M was raised for the ALS 
Association and other charities, a search which showed us really how powerful 



the internet can be for raising awareness and making a positive difference in the 
world.  

How, I invite you to think this morning, how was our own “Year in Search?” What 
did you search for in this past year? What might you search for, or how might 
your searches be different in the year to come? 

With our reading from Matthew’s Gospel this morning, we’ve heard what perhaps 
we can think of as one of the most powerful search episodes in the entire Bible. 
This search began with the magi—a term used to describe those who likely were 
professional stargazers or astrologers, and we think today that they would have 
likely lived somewhere near or in modern day Iraq or Iran. Contrary to how we 
think about them, we actually don’t know how many magi were involved in our 
story this morning—song and legend would suggest three on account of the three 
gifts that they bring.  

So maybe we can imagine three magi, the ancient equivalent of three tenured 
Professors of Astrology at the University of Bagdad, and we can imagine them 
engaged in an intense practice of searching of the night sky. Night in and night 
out, they devote themselves to this single task—to this searching. And then one 
night, their search yields something that catches their eye, something they hadn’t 
seen before. Matthew calls it a star rising in the east, but one of the normal, 
every-night stars seems unlikely here, as these magi would have been well 
versed in the regular constellations. Other possibilities could have been that they 
saw an explosion of a supernova, or a streaking comet with a long, bright tail, or 
perhaps a particularly close coupling between the two brightest planets, Venus 
and Jupiter. Or maybe the magi saw something that was never seen before and 
that’s never been seen again, a unique event in this universe full of unique and 
strange happenings.  

Whatever it was that their search yielded, they decided to follow up on it, and to 
see what following in its trail might lead them to. It turns out that they got pretty 
close on their first attempt, arriving as they did in Jerusalem, thinking probably 
that the significant thing that the star was pointing to would likely be found in a 
significant place like a royal palace.  

After continuing their search through their conversation with King Herod—asking 
him their own “where” question, “Where is the child”—they discover that they 
were about 9 miles off on this first approach, and that they were to continue their 
search in Bethlehem to the south.  

“Go and search diligently for the child,” the King tells the magi, hoping that he too, 
for his own purposes, might learn about this great thing that’s just happened. The 
magi, though, intrepid searchers that they are, continue on on their own, and 
again they see the star rising, and so again they follow in its path—a search 
which, like all of our best searches, leads them to an unlikely place and into a 



previously unexplored corner of things—this search leading them as a great 
search might, into a new and more expansive perspective on life, even into a new 
and more expansive experience of the mystery of God, a mystery as distant as 
the most distant star, and as close at hand as a baby’s breath on a blanket.  

“Go and search diligently.” Strange as it is, as we make the turn from reviewing 
the year past to making our resolutions about the year to come, Herod’s words to 
the magi might be a fitting resolution for us in 2015. “Go and search,” “go and 
search diligently.” Amen.  

	  


