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It's common knowledge that most Catholics don't go to Mass regularly.  From ecumenical 

conversations, I have learned this problem is widespread in other traditions too.  Catholics who 

don't attend will often complain that "they don't get anything out of Mass."  To be honest, their 

complaint has some plausibility, albeit superficial.  I mean the elements of the Sunday 

celebration are not always of obviously inspirational quality.  Music sometimes is poorly 

performed or not offered at all.  Some churches are unsuitably designed for liturgical celebration, 

devoid of warmth and beauty, or simply uncomfortable.  Congregations can be stuffy, lifeless, 

unfriendly.  The priest's homilies could be boring, lacking in substance, long-winded; his manner 

of celebrating the Eucharist might be perfunctory, grandiose, or irreverent.  Of course, none of 

these dreadful things ever happens here in our beloved parishes!  Nonetheless, the human 

limitations of ministers, congregants, and the churches they build can present causes for 

grievances among those who come to Mass on any given weekend.   

 

The wise men of the gospel gift us with a most relevant lesson this Epiphany.  These exotic 

visitors from the East are brought to the Christ child by dramatic occurrences:  there is a 

remarkable star that appears at the child's birth; they meet a despotic king who is deeply troubled 

upon learning of a potential rival's advent, but then expresses a paradoxical desire to pay him 

homage as well, a wish driven by ulterior, mortal motives; the words of the Sacred Scriptures 

speak of a ruler arising from Bethlehem.  These extraordinary phenomena lead the magi to the 

place where the child and his mother are found.  However, their actual encounter with the Holy 

Family is altogether unexceptional.  There are no angels hovering about, no miracles performed; 

there is nothing about the venue or the human characters to indicate the presence of the sacred.  

Mary herself was a simple young woman w/ no royal pedigree; Joseph her spouse was a humble 

carpenter.  One could almost sympathize if the wise men had hopped back on their camels and 

taken their gifts back home.  Nonetheless, these sages from the Orient trusted the signs that had 

guided them along their pilgrimage.  They prostrated themselves before the child and did him 

homage, bestowing upon him gold, frankincense, and myrrh.  They firmly believed this was the 

Christ, the newborn King of the Jews, despite the common trappings in which he appeared to 

them.   

 

I find that the first part of the story of the magi resembles the religious itinerary of a lot of folks.  

Something spectacular happens that ignites their spirits and launches them into church:  a 

remarkable conversion event, a birth or a death in the family, an experience of profound joy or 

desperate sorrow fraught with religious significance.  Something dramatic happens that evokes 

strong emotions and it spurs these souls to come to Mass.  But after they get inside the church 

door and get settled in their spot in the pew, they get bored.  Like all things man-made, the 

human dimension of the parish becomes familiar; the novelty wears off and the liturgy loses its 

luster.  And so these dear people drift off and fall away.   



 

The lesson of the wise men is the challenge to believe.  Objectively, if we take Catholic doctrine 

to heart, we all can get something out of Mass, no matter how badly the liturgy may be executed 

as measured by human standards:  Christ always speaks in the Scriptures, Christ always becomes 

present as spiritual food in Holy Communion.  The fullness of grace is always being made 

available for our participation at every single liturgy.  For every Sunday at our churches there is 

an Epiphany, a manifestation, of the divinity.  The tricky part is that the  Lord reduces himself to 

human dimensions so that we feeble creatures can behold him, and thus it's so easy to miss the 

sacred which comes disguised in ordinary earthly vesture.  There is a lot to be gotten out of 

Mass; the catch is, you have to believe!  We must imitate the magi and prostrate ourselves in 

homage before the Christ who deigns to come among us at every Eucharist.  As with most 

worthwhile human endeavors, we must put ourselves into the Mass if we hope to get anything 

out of it.  But if we do so, we'll receive more blessings than our souls can ever contain.   


