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Epiphany, 2017 
Cycle A, 1.8.17 

Isaiah 60:1-6/Ephesians 3:2-3,5-6/ 
Matthew 2:1-12 

 
A MEMORY ON OUR SHELVES.... 
OR A MESSAGE IN OUR HEARTS? 

 There are some clean-up jobs after 
Christmas that are more a joy than a burden. 
For me, it’s putting away the Nativity scene. 
Since you have to do it very carefully, 
whether it’s a large set like the one here in 
church or a small set at home, you have to 
handle each piece, each character of the 
crèche, individually. If you do the task 
quietly and thoughtfully, you can encounter 
each one of the people and participants from 
the Christmas story and learn something 
from them once more, before they are boxed 
away in tissue paper or styrofoam for 
another year, shelved as a fond memory of 
another Christmas past. They have much to 
teach us -- Mary and Joseph, angels and 
shepherds, kings and cattle and, of course, 
the infant wrapped in swaddling clothes. 
They each have a special role to play in this 
sacred story which we unfold and retell year 
after year. If any one of them were missing, 
the story would be incomplete. Today’s 
Feast of the Epiphany invites us to turn our 
thoughts to the magi, the Wise Ones from 
the East. They are sacred messengers and we 
are privileged to receive the wisdom their 
journey offers. 

     
  

 The letter from St. Paul for this Feast 
of Epiphany gives us some insight about the 
uniqueness of the role of these sacred 
messengers. As he writes to the community 
at Ephesus, we can almost hear a tone of 
arrogance in Paul’s words: I am sure you 
have heard of the ministry which God in his 
goodness gave me in your regard. God’s 
secret plan, hidden from others in the past, 
was revealed to me. What a lucky guy -- to 
be able to share secrets with God and to 
know God’s most intimate desire and plan. 
And to have a special role to play in 
revealing that plan to others. There’s a job 
description you won’t find listed in 
Sunday’s classified section of the 
newspaper.   
 The standard line about the 
Christian’s vocation says that we each have 
a unique role to play in this world. God has 
given you a special task which God gave to 
no one else. If you don’t accomplish that 
task, it will be lost to the world. Like the 
magi, you have a part to play, and the 
picture is incomplete without you. But in the 
humdrum of daily living, a lot of 
indifference can set in. What I do seems of 
relative importance or, more likely, relative 
unimportance. Anybody else could do the 
same thing you or I do. Millions of students 
go to school; what’s so special about being a 
seventh grader? If you commute to work 
with the tens of thousands of Bay area 
residents who cross the Bay Bridge from 
Monday through Friday, it’s easy to feel like 
a little fish swimming along in the vast sea 
of humanity. Financial investors are a dime 
a dozen on the job market; so what if you do 
that job or some other job? To be a part of 
God’s secret plan... to have a special role to 
play in this world, like St. Paul.... thoughts 
like those seldom bring us much comfort or 
inspiration.  
 And yet, there are moments when 
our place in the universe can seem so crystal 
clear. I experienced it recently when a 
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newly-engaged couple came in to begin 
preparation for marriage. In talking about 
how they met, the qualities that attracted 
them to each other, the dreams and hopes 
they hold for their future, they finally 
understood the meaning of the word 
“vocation” -- they were “called.” Now they 
are given -- and will accept through their 
marriage vows -- a role no one else can play. 
Like St. Paul, they feel privy to “God’s 
secret plan, hidden from former ages, but 
now revealed” to them.  

 
 That kind of clarity in a Christian 
vocation comes only on rare occasions. 
Most of the time we have to follow the fate 
of the Magi of today’s gospel. The Magi are 
searchers. They are looking for the Christ 
child, but they don’t have exact directions 
and they can’t travel by day. A star leads 
them, a tiny point in a night sky. Their quest 
is mainly dark and minimally light. They are 
manipulated by Herod and become 
unwitting accomplices in a horrible 
slaughter. They rejoice at their find and 
present their gifts with worship and awe, but 
they leave quickly and return home by 
another route. Darkness and danger are more 
a part of their lives than worship and joy. 
 How different is their story than the 
shepherds who are told the identity of the 
child and serenaded with a song about the 
meaning of his birth. Once they arrive 
everything is exactly as they were told. The 
shepherds skip off to tell everyone, and to a 
person, everyone is astonished at what they 
hear. Angelic revelation, joy, glory, skies 
filled with song -- these are the wonders 
telling the shepherds’ story. You and I may 
yearn to enter the Christmas story with the 
simplicity and directness of a shepherd. But 
our real representatives are more often the 

struggling Magi. They have to completely 
change direction.  Their path of faith is not 
an easy one. Theirs is more accurately 
described by my surprisingly insightful 
horoscope that I read in the newspaper one 
New Year’s Eve: Faith is not strengthened 
by more faith, but by the problems and 
dilemmas that challenge it. 
 That’s us, isn’t it? Fully conscious of 
our capability, but confused by the pace of 
life around us? desiring peace but struggling 
in a world of discrimination and violence? 
delicate because of health problems or the 
creaking of weary bones that move more 
slowly than they once could? eager but 
uncertain? Yet Christ comes to each of us as 
unique persons. And that uniqueness exerts 
an impact on our church and in our world. 
Each individual counts. Each of you counts! 
With the Magi, we may make our search 
against a darkened sky, guided only by a 
star, fearful of the dangers and uncertainties 
that await us. But our star is faith; hope is 
our road, and love is our offering. We share 
the inheritance of God’s chosen people; 
therefore we also share its vocation. 
Possessing the light of God, we have 
become light for our brothers and sisters.  

 
 In the end, the Magi went their own 
way, and because they refused to be seduced 
by cynicism, because they allowed 
themselves to be surprised by this great joy, 
the star to which they had committed 
themselves appeared again. This isn’t only 
the description of the times into which Jesus 
was born, but also of our times. When we 
have found our lasting joy in the midst of 
the encircling gloom, cynicism, despair or 
indifference, the only thing to do is to kneel 
and adore, as did those foreign seekers long 
ago in Bethlehem.  If we are truly wise, let’s 
do what the wise astrologers did. When we 
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hear the voice of the old king of death and 
fear and cynicism, let’s have the courage to 
go our own way — rejoicing. The star and 
the journey will send us onwards, by newer 
paths, to come into the presence of the Child 
of Light and the Prince of Peace, who is the 
fulfillment of humanity’s deepest hopes and 
desires for justice, love, and peace. This 
poem by Howard Thurman, a Baptist 
minister, author and mentor of Dr. Martin 
Luther King, Jr., illustrates what the real 
work of Christmas and of Christ is all about: 
When the song of the angels is stilled,  
When the star in the sky is gone,  
When the kings are back home,   
When the shepherds are once more  
with their flocks,  
When Simeon and Anna have gone  
to their Master in peace,   
Then the work of Christmas begins:  
To find the lost, to heal the broken,  
 To release the prisoners, to rebuild nations,  
To bring peace to all people,  
To make music in the heart.  
Amen. 

Fr. John Kasper, OSFS 

 
 


