Epiphany, Year C

Matthew 2:1-12 

January 05, 2020

St. John’s Chula Vista

In the name of Jesus—light and savior to the Gentiles, too…Amen.

Today we celebrate the Feast of the Epiphany—the day upon which the church marks the visit of the Magi—laden with their gifts—to the child Jesus and his parents. We all know the story…we’ve read it, sung it, and acted it out many times in our lives, haven’t we? I don’t know about you, but it took me years to really understand that the Three Kings weren’t there by the manger with the shepherds at Jesus’ birth. It’s so easy…and appealing…to conflate the stories of Luke and Matthew so that the entire crew travels, following the star…and arriving at the manger one after the other. Great costuming opportunities, too…but you may have noticed that even our St. John’s Wise Men have only just now arrived at the stable. This was quite a trip they’ve made…Jesus was actually probably about two when they arrived at his home—they’ve been on the road a good, long time!

At the highest level of the story, Matthew tells us three astrologers, kings, wise men, magi—choose the name you’re most familiar with—followed a star from places in the east. And now they know they’re close…very close…but they’re missing that last corner of the map, so to speak…so they stop for directions from Herod…the local king…(hmmm…I wonder if one of them could really have been a wise woman?). We’re told the visitors initially, naively believe Herod’s claim that he wishes to worship the new king, as they leave his court to travel on to find the child and his family. Through the guidance of the holy star, they DO find the family…not in a manger, but in what were probably still very humble surroundings…where they’re overwhelmed with joy! They do him homage…meaning, of course, they kneel down or bow to worship him…just as our contemporary Nativity sets portray…and they leave their odd assortment of gifts. Fortunately, they really ARE wise men and they believe their dreams regarding Herod and head out of town by another road…not returning to the wicked king.

But let’s dig down below the surface a bit…this is much more than the romanticized story we know from legend, pageant, and song. This Gospel, in the company of our other lessons this morning points to the same underlying theme. Isaiah 60 and Psalm 72 prophesy the eventual inclusion of Gentiles in the salvation bestowed by the God of Israel. And in the passage from Ephesians, Paul affirms his mission as the apostle to the Gentiles and the success of that ministry, as Gentiles are, indeed, now included in the fledgling Christian church of Paul’s time and evangelizing. Our familiar story from Matthew in a sense really fits between the Old Testament lessons and the Epistle, as the connector and explanation of how the miracle of this inclusion is possible.

I ask you to consider the period in which Matthew writes his Gospel…for Matthew, the magi, astrologers, kings, wise men—or wise women…really represent the awareness of the Gentile world that the God of the Jews has broken into the chaos of the world for the salvation of all. This open awareness and acceptance represented by the Magi are juxtaposed against Herod, his chief priests, the scribes, and all Jerusalem in their ignorance and fear. Herod and his regime see only a threat to their power…needless to say, Herod wasn’t out shopping for HIS gift for the child…that will come later as, in his obsessive power and fear, he orders the death of all male children under the age of two! The chief priests and scribes cannot bring themselves to believe the prophesies they’re so quick to quote…I mean, things like this don’t happen in real life…the scriptures don’t really come true, do they? And the people of Jerusalem fear an upset to the status quo…after all…the Temple is there…they’re at the very center of power…it’s unthinkable that a ruler of any kind could possibly come out of Bethlehem…especially one so powerful as to have not only his own star, but also one that would cause foreign travelers to risk such an arduous journey to come to pay him homage!
I think we can infer from the text that though the famous “Star of Bethlehem” was very visible to the Magi—through their openness in faith—it was equally INVISIBLE to Herod and company in the darkness of their self-centeredness, megalomania, and fear…despite their familiarity with scripture. Perhaps it was their very familiarity with scripture that contributed to their blindness, as they saw in the immanent fulfillment of the prophesy in their time only a threat to themselves, as compared to the possibilities for positive change that the Magi read in the light of that star!

Interestingly, some commentaries remind us that in Antiquity a star was not understood as a true astronomical body as we know them scientifically today, but they were instead believed to be living beings—often spoken of as angels in Judaism. So in this case, it was really God’s angel that was guiding the travelers during their difficult journey…and it would explain why it traveled with them, appearing and reappearing as necessary—leading them to be the first to acknowledge Jesus’ lordship as Messiah and to be the first to pay him homage by their journey into his presence with their gifts. 

We must open our eyes of faith to see the angel of God before us, leading the way as these Magi did…we must not be deterred by misinformation, scheming self-promotion, lies, self-serving blindness, ignorance, or fear. We must not know the words of scripture well, but be in darkness about its actualization all around us in our daily lives. And we must be willing to endure the hardships of the journey, in order to lay our unique gifts at the feet of Jesus, for each will be of value to him and each will be treasured by him. 

Gentiles that we are, Epiphany is OUR feast day, as the collective lesson of today’s passages—that God’s lordship is not complete as long as there are people outside of it, as long as people are broken into “them and us”, as long as we exclude, rather than include—is both our salvation and our charge. 

The word “epiphany” originally meant a glimpse of the divine, but has come to mean the “aha” moment we experience when we “get it”. The Magi get it…they always “got it”…and through their faith they were blessed to actually gaze upon the Divine with their own eyes. We have that same opportunity, too! This commemoration of the journey of the Wise Men reminds us yearly that Jesus has been born anew into the darkness and chaos of our world…our very lives and souls…for us and all humanity. Open the eyes of your heart and see his star rising—follow that star no matter how arduous the journey—and be overwhelmed with joy as you come into his presence with those gifts that only you can offer in support of him and his Kingdom!  Amen
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