
1

Chaplaincy of Aquitaine 
www.churchinaquitaine.org

Advent Study Course

“Journeying through Advent”

A course of four studies for groups or individuals 
based on TS Eliot’s poem “The Journey of the Magi”
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"Journey of The Magi"

‘A cold coming we had of it, 
Just the worst time of the year 
For a journey, and such a long journey: 
The ways deep and the weather sharp, 
The very dead of winter.’
And the camels galled, sore-footed, refractory, 
Lying down in the melting snow. 
There were times we regretted 
The summer palaces on slopes, the terraces, 
And the silken girls bringing sherbet. 
Then the camel men cursing and grumbling 
And running away, and wanting their liquor and women, 
And the night-fires going out, and the lack of shelters, 
And the cities hostile and the towns unfriendly 
And the villages dirty and charging high prices: 
A hard time we had of it. 
At the end we preferred to travel all night, 
Sleeping in snatches, 
With the voices singing in our ears, saying 
That this was all folly. 

Then at dawn we came down to a temperate valley, 
Wet, below the snow line, smelling of vegetation; 
With a running stream and a water-mill beating the darkness, 
And three trees on the low sky, 
And an old white horse galloped away in the meadow. 
Then we came to a tavern with vine-leaves over the lintel, 
Six hands at an open door dicing for pieces of silver, 
And feet kicking the empty wine-skins. 
But there was no information, and so we continued 
And arrived at evening, not a moment too soon 
Finding the place; it was (you may say) satisfactory. 

All this was a long time ago, I remember, 
And I would do it again, but set down 
This set down 
This: were we led all that way for 
Birth or Death? There was a Birth, certainly, 
We had evidence and no doubt. I had seen birth and death, 
But had thought they were different; this Birth was 
Hard and bitter agony for us, like Death, our death. 
We returned to our places, these Kingdoms, 
But no longer at ease here, in the old dispensation, 
With an alien people clutching their gods. 
I should be glad of another death.

http://itech.fgcu.edu/faculty/wohlpart/alra/#cities%20hostile
http://itech.fgcu.edu/faculty/wohlpart/alra/#three%20trees
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Introduction:

TS Eliot’s poem, “Journey of the Magi” is now one of the most well known, non-Biblical readings 
associated with the Christmas season.  We normally remember the visit of the Magi to the Christ 
Child during Epiphany, the period immediately after Christmas.  But their travels probably lasted 
many weeks and months, so we are, perhaps, allowed to reflect on the significance of their long 
journey during our period of Advent!

The notion of the Christian life as a journey or pilgrimage will be familiar to most of us – and, I 
hope, chimes with what we in the Chaplaincy of Aquitaine believe we are about.  Our new Vision 
Statement says we are on a ‘shared journey’.  So, we have something in common with the ‘magi’ of 
Eliot’s poem, even if our situation is rather different!  

I hope these studies will help us all to prepare ourselves, once again, for that extraordinary event 
when we remember the coming of Christ into the world.

Background:

T. S. Eliot was born in 1888, in St. Louis, Missouri. During his student years at Harvard University 
his search for ‘the truth about the age and of life as a whole’ led him to concentrate on philosophy, 
especially Buddhist philosophy, which he embraced.  After his studies at Harvard were complete, 
Eliot transferred to Merton College in Oxford, England, just before the start of the First World War. 

He was married in 1915 and in the years following obviously began to doubt his commitment to 
Buddhism.  From time to time he would visit churches to admire their beauty.  But in 1926, while 
visiting Rome, Eliot surprised everyone by kneeling before Michelangelo's "Pieta."  His love for 
churches evidently had grown into something much more significant.
Eliot's Christian faith continued to grow and on June 29, 1927, he was baptized into the Anglican 
church. This great event in Eliot's life was done privately and behind closed doors. On the next day 
Eliot was confirmed by the Bishop. 

"Journey of the Magi," was published in August of 1927 shortly after his baptism.  Commentators 
agree that the poem is one part of Eliot's conversion story in that it tells about his struggle to find 
the Christian faith and of being "ill-at-ease in the 'old dispensation' after his conversion".

The poem divides naturally into three stanzas and I suggest we look at each stanza in turn over four 
sessions.  (The middle stanza will take 2 weeks)  As part of the studies we will, of course, also refer 
to various biblical passages.

Roger Cheale
Bergerac

December 2010
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Study 1: Setting out.
(The first stanza)

‘A cold coming we had of it, 
Just the worst time of the year 
For a journey, and such a long journey: 
The ways deep and the weather sharp, 
The very dead of winter’
And the camels galled, sore-footed, refractory, 
Lying down in the melting snow. 
There were times we regretted 
The summer palaces on slopes, the terraces, 
And the silken girls bringing sherbet. 
Then the camel men cursing and grumbling 
And running away, and wanting their liquor and women, 
And the night-fires going out, and the lack of shelters, 
And the cities hostile and the towns unfriendly 
And the villages dirty and charging high prices: 
A hard time we had of it. 
At the end we preferred to travel all night, 
Sleeping in snatches, 
With the voices singing in our ears, saying 
That this was all folly. 

Using the voice of one of the magi, Eliot vividly describes the harrowing journey to find the ‘one 
who is born King of the Jews’.  A prophecy of Zoroaster, 600 years earlier, had predicted a special 
celestial event that would signal the birth of a new prophet at Bethlehem.  These magi were 
probably Zoroastrian priests rather than ‘kings’.  They were followers of an oriental religion, like 
Eliot had been.  Whatever had moved them to take this extraordinary journey during the harsh 
winter months had to be something powerfully compelling.  Their pilgrimage, like Eliot’s, would 
prove to be a stern test of resolve and character.  The obstacles to their completing their journey 
were many:

The time wasn’t right – “just the worst time of the year.”
The ‘transport’ wasn’t right – “the camels … refractory”
The memory of easier times didn’t help – “summer palaces and silken girls with sherbet”
The company wasn’t right – “the camel men cursing … and running away …”
The environment was distinctly uncomfortable – “the cities hostile and the towns unfriendly!”

So Eliot concludes his first stanza “ …with the voice singing in our ears, saying that this was all  
folly.”

Questions:

If this really is Eliot reflecting on his own journey to faith, how does it compare to ours?  
Do we sometimes think it ‘all folly’?  
What are the obstacles to our journey of faith?  
How do they compare with those faced by the magi? 
How may we overcome them?  
What of our resolve to journey in faith, to find Christ and to follow him?  
What examples do we have of people who have sought and followed Christ through hard times?
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Scripture reference:

Refer to Hebrews chapter 11, particularly verses 8 – 16; 23 – 27; and chapter 12 verses 1- 4.

Here we see Abraham, Moses and other Old Testament characters triumphing over adversities.  
What lessons can we learn from their experiences?  
Are there more recent examples of faith from which we can learn?

Prayer:

Teach us, good Lord, to serve Thee as Thou deservest: 
to give and not to count the cost; 
to fight and not to heed the wounds; 
to toil and not to seek for rest; 
to labour and to ask for no reward 
save that of knowing that we do Thy will.  

Ignatius of Loyola
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Study 2: Nearing the Destination
(The second stanza)

Then at dawn we came down to a temperate valley,
Wet, below the snow line, smelling of vegetation; 
With a running stream and a water-mill beating the darkness
And three trees on the low sky, 
And an old white horse galloped away in the meadow. 
Then we came to a tavern with vine-leaves over the lintel, 
Six hands at an open door dicing for pieces of silver, 
And feet kicking the empty wine-skins. 

[But there was no information, and so we continued 
And arrived at evening, not a moment too soon 
Finding the place; it was (you may say) satisfactory.]

Arriving? Well, not quite, but the hardest part of the journey seems to be over.   With a subtle 
change of tempo and clever use of words Eliot paints a very different, an almost pastoral scene after 
the harshness of the mountain passes.  And he uses a whole swathe of metaphors to capture aspects 
of the Christian story:

a temperate valley …… smelling of vegetation.  Is Eliot reminding himself of creation, or new life 
after the darkness of the night?  (Genesis 1: The earth was without form and void, and darkness was 
upon the face of the deep.)  The phrase reminded me of Psalm 23: He leadeth me in quiet pastures  
beside still waters.

a water-mill beating the darkness.  Some commentators see this as figurative of Christ overcoming 
darkness.  The water-mill, unseen during the night, continues to turn under the influence of the 
stream passing over it.

three trees on the low sky.  Perhaps a reference to Calvary on the horizon, even as they approach the 
place of birth?  A linking of birth and death which Eliot develops in the last stanza.

an old white horse galloped away in the meadow.  Mounted white chargers are symbolic of earthly 
power.  (Bucephalus, Alexander the Great’s famous charger with its large white star on its forehead 
would, of course, have been rather more recent history for the magi, than for us!)  The horse is old, 
and presumably unmounted: symbol of the waning of earthly powers?  Eliot was also writing in the 
aftermath of the First World War.

a tavern with vine-leaves over the lintel, six hands at an open door dicing for pieces of silver and 
feet kicking empty wine-skins.  A picture of idleness and boredom.  Is this the tavern which had 
refused hospitality to the holy family? Who were the three gamblers - the soldiers at the foot of the 
cross(?), or the powers that mockingly said in Hebrew, Greek and Latin over the cross that this was 
the King of the Jews?  Pieces of silver – the symbol of Christ’s betrayal?  Empty wine-skins – a 
reminded of Christ’s statement “men do not put new wine into old wine-skins ……” (Matthew 9:17)

Questions:

How do you react to these various metaphors that Eliot uses in describing the final stages of the 
magi’s journey?  What meaning do they have for you?  
Are we right to try and unpackage them as suggested above?  
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Eliot was, obviously, by the time he wrote this poem, well-versed in many aspects of the Christian 
faith.  How well-versed are we with our faith?  
As we seek to be a living, loving, learning, praying community of people here in Aquitaine, how 
able are we to articulate our faith to each other and to those ‘outside’ of faith?  
What might we do to develop our confidence in sharing our faith and Christian experiences with 
others?
Several of you will have gone on various pilgrimages, yourselves.  What were your feelings as you 
came towards the end of your journey?  

Scripture reference: 

Philippians 3: 7 – 16 St Paul’s Christian pilgrimage was no easy one.  The start of his journey was 
dramatic and painful.  Here in these verses he looks to his past and rejects what he once boasted of. 
And he looks to the future, striving hard to obtain the ‘goal’ of making Christ his own.  What can 
we learn from his experience in our journey through Advent?  How much does it reflect our own 
experience?

Prayer

O Lord Jesus Christ,
who art the way, the truth and the life;
we pray thee not to suffer us
to stray from thee, who art the way;
nor to distrust thee who art the truth,
nor to rest on any other than thee,
who art the life.
Teach us what to believe,
what to do and wherein to take our rest.

Erasmus
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Study 3:  Arrival
(The second stanza – conclusion)

But there was no information, and so we continued 
 And arrived at evening, not a moment too soon 
Finding the place; it was (you may say) satisfactory.

But there was no information.  What should have been a place of bustle, a meeting-place for people 
and the passing of news and information about conditions of travel, other travellers, etc., has 
nothing to offer the magi.  

Questions:

A society which turns away the needy traveller may have nothing, in the end, to offer anyone.  Is 
that true?  
How welcoming are we as Christian communities to those around us?  
When the magi arrived in Jerusalem seeking the infant king, Herod couldn’t help them and the 
religious authorities were so unimpressed with the information they had to give to the magi that 
they couldn’t even be bothered to accompany them on the last stage of their journey!   
Does a lack of knowledge or enthusiasm on our part ever deny others the ‘good news’ that we say 
we have to proclaim?

But there is an arriving at the end of the day – ‘just in time’ says Eliot.  And at the end of their long, 
hazardous journey, the result was ‘satisfactory’.  Eliot, being American, may not have had an 
Englishman’s penchant for understatement.  But understatement it seems to be, even though this 
phrase could be seen as the climax of the poem!  There they were, those magi, after all that they had 
been through, in front of a little baby and his mother.  “Well, well, and that’s what we’ve come to 
see?  All that way, just for this?”  It was ‘satisfactory’.  It was a sort of ‘home-coming’.

Eliot has the magus saying in the next stanza that ‘he would do it again’, so the satisfaction was 
evidently real enough!  The word ‘satisfaction’ has legal overtones of ‘sufficiency’ as well.  It may 
be that Eliot was also thinking of this use.  He would certainly have been more familiar with the use 
of the word in the Authorised (King James) Version of the Bible and the Prayer Book than many of 
us are today.  The word appears, from time to time in the authorised version of the psalms:

Scripture References:

Psalm 17: (v15) I shall be satisfied, when I awake, with thy likeness.
Psalm 36: (v8) They shall be abundantly satisfied with the fatness of thy house.
Psalm 63: (v 5) My soul shall be satisfied as with marrow and fatness.
Psalm 90: (v14) O satisfy us early with thy mercy.                                    etc.

You may want to look at some of these psalms and ask the questions: “How satisfied am I with 
what God has to offer me?” or “How keen am I to enter into the satisfaction God offers me?”
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We often live a hectic pace of life in the West as we prepare for the festivities of Christmas. 
Western society desperately tries to find ‘satisfaction’ in overabundance.  There is a stark contrast 
between this and the ‘satisfaction’ the Psalmist has (and the magi had) in seeing God, in finding the 
Christ-child.  
How ‘satisfied’ are we in our Christian faith and experience?  
How do we prepare ourselves during this time of Advent for the true spiritual satisfaction that 
comes through having a developing personal relationship with Jesus Christ?

Prayer:

My Lord, I have nothing to do in this world but to seek thee.  
I have nothing to do with my heart and its affections but to breathe after thee.  
I have nothing to do with my tongue and pen but to speak to thee and for thee, 
and to publish thy glory and thy will.

Richard Baxter.
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Study 4: Reflection

(The third stanza)

All this was a long time ago, I remember, 
And I would do it again, but set down 
This set down 
This: were we led all that way for 
Birth or Death? There was a Birth, certainly, 
We had evidence and no doubt. I had seen birth and death, 
But had thought they were different; this Birth was 
Hard and bitter agony for us, like Death, our death. 
We returned to our places, these Kingdoms, 
But no longer at ease here, in the old dispensation, 
With an alien people clutching their gods. 
I should be glad of another death.

The magi have arrived and they have returned home.  As the years pass the memories of their 
pilgrimage fade, but not entirely.  They have been obliged to return to their old environment with its 
frustrations and compromises; its pressures and its limitations; its inadequate religions and 
philosophies.  Eliot had journeyed from his philosophical Buddhism to Christian faith.  But he still 
lived in the same world, broken and shattered by a dreadful ‘war to end all wars’ and with a 
darkening menace growing in Germany which would take ‘Christian’ Europe into another more 
dreadful conflict, yet.  His own personal life, with a foundering marriage and dogged by ill-health, 
was painful and difficult.  And so he has the magus ‘author’ of this poem pose fundamental 
questions of the journey’s end.  Twice he instructs his scribe: 

“Set down this, set down this: were we led all that way for Birth or Death?”  

Commentators suggest that Eliot was admitting that he was still struggling with his faith. 

Questions:

Which of us hasn’t had cause to doubt our Christian faith from time to time, when problems come; 
when pressures get to us; when we are mistaken or abused in some way?  
How do we deal with those doubts?

How true is it of us that we find ourselves caught in ‘the old dispensation’ that Eliot talks about?

We returned to our places, these Kingdoms, 
But no longer at ease here, in the old dispensation, 
With an alien people clutching their gods. 

The process of coming to faith, demands that we leave the old life behind, that we ‘die to self’ as St 
Paul says; that we ‘take up our cross and follow me’ as our Lord himself said.  It is a demanding 
calling.  Like marriage, it is ‘not to be undertaken lightly’!   

One of the great temptations of a ‘happy Christmas’ mentality is that we separate the birth of Christ 
from his death.  He was ‘born to die’.  If we forget that, are we in danger of turning Christmas into 
something empty and sentimental or simply an excuse for train of endless parties? 
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 Eliot could not separate the Birth and Death processes, the transition from old faith to new faith. 
One required the other.  The magi saw in the birth of the Christ-child a ‘hard and bitter agony’ that 
was more like death, in fact like their own death.  
How do you react to this linking of birth and death, especially in a ‘Christmas’ poem as this has 
come to be viewed?

There is this profound tension at the heart of the Christian gospel.  The promised Messiah, the 
Christ, the Anointed One, is a suffering Messiah.  
How do we go about reconciling this tension, particularly at a time when, the world over, people 
want to ‘celebrate’ Christmas, and, as Christians, we want to ‘celebrate the Birth’?

If, as a Chaplaincy, we wish to ‘bear fruit’ for God by drawing others to faith in Jesus while being 
faithful to the message with all its tensions which we have to proclaim, what must we do?

Scripture Reference:

Eliot’s final phrase “I should be glad of another death” reminds me of the words of the old 
prophet, Simeon, who took the infant Jesus in his arms in the Temple and praised God using those 
well known words of the nunc dimittis (Luke 2:25-35) which form part of our Evensong liturgy.

Lord, now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace according to thy word. 
For mine eyes have seen thy salvation, 
Which thou hast prepared before the face of all people; 
To be a light to lighten the Gentiles and to be the glory of thy people Israel. 

Simeon, like the magi, was ‘satisfied’ to hold the infant Christ in his arms and to marvel at what he 
saw.  That was the culmination of his life: now he was at peace with God, the world, with himself. 
So, he could say ‘Lord, I am now ready to go – I have seen your salvation, and that is enough.  Like 
the magus of the poem it seems Simeon could be glad of another death – his own.

That marks a profound maturity of faith and conviction reflected in the writings of many other 
saints down through the ages.  Does our own faith compare with those?  In our journey through 
Advent, in what ways have we come closer to our Lord?  Without being maudlin or sentimental, on 
Christmas morning will we be able to hold a vision of the infant Jesus cradled in our arms while we 
express our amazement, delight and contentment that we have ‘arrived’ once again at this moment?

So we come to ‘journey’s end so far as these studies are concerned.  I hope, through the thoughts, 
prayers and discussions we have had we feel we have made progress on our journey of faith.  

I conclude with an unusually honest prayer of Thomas Merton.  But it is a prayer that gives us hope, 
whatever stage we are at in our spiritual journey!

Prayer: 

O my God, I have no idea where I am going.  I do not see the road ahead of me.  
Nor do I really know myself, and the fact that I think I am following your will 
does not mean that I am actually doing so.
But I desire to do your will, and I know the very desire pleases you.  
Therefore I will trust you always though I may seem to be lost.
I will not fear, for you are always with me, O my dear God.

Thomas Merton
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