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The Epiphany Gospel offends against expectation. The Jewish scholars, safely ensconced in Jerusalem, make no effort to discover the promised Messiah. Instead, foreigners from a far country, of alien tongue and culture, are led to the house at Bethlehem and offer their rare gifts to the Christ Child. Herod, the ruling power of the day, views Jesus not as the fulfillment of a millennium of hopes, a blessing for the Jewish race, but as a threat to his power, pleasure and wealth. He aims to kill the newborn Saviour. 

Perhaps in this constitutionally Christian country it is the same today? Many baptized Christians did not attend church to celebrate Christmas. Probably in proportion more foreign Christian immigrants did. The ruling powers who parade the corridors of Whitehall and Westminster, the celebrities of screen and stage, how many of them attended Christmas worship?


Thirty days hence Simeon will say: “This child is set for the rise and fall of many in Israel,” at the Presentation in the Temple. Why do people resist the invitation of Christ?


If one’s information comes only from film and TV documentary, one might be forgiven for asking, “What invitation?”  For they present to us only the mildest possible Gospel passages they can find. They leave us with the impression that this is the whole picture of Jesus, caring and sharing, loving and gazing meaningfully at sunrises. An irrelevant sixties’ hippy, or a naïve social reformer. Offending no-one and forgiving all. Worse still, some RE text books do the same. 

Perhaps for this reason, Christmas is the most popular surviving Christian feast. The child in the manger offends no-one. We can cope sentimentally with baby Jesus, even if we can’t stomach aspects of His grown-up teaching. 

The Epiphany reveals that Jesus is not in for an easy ride through life. The Nativity narrative already dropped a hint: “there was no room in the inn.” Now it becomes starker. In his fury to eliminate any rival King, Herod will kill all male babies around Bethlehem. It is the beginning of a  rejection which culminates on Calvary. 


Why should this innocent God-Man end up crucified? No-one would have bothered to persecute the bland “TV-Jesus.” Why the bitter hostility to the real historical Jesus? He knows why: “Do you think I have come to bring peace on earth? Not peace, I tell you, but rather division?  .. I have come to cast fire upon the earth, and how I wish it were already kindled.”

Surely Christ came for unity and reconciliation? Certainly he did, but a unity and reconciliation first of all with God, and only through that, with one another. Any “unity” of human beings which leaves Jesus and God on one side, is likely to be mere solidarity in sin. 


What reason did Jesus give for the world’s hatred against Him? When he declined to go to the festival in Judaea, he said:  “It is not yet the right time for Me ……. The world is incapable of hating you, but it does hate Me because of the evidence I bring against it that what it does is evil.”

What evidence was this? Some people imagine that Jesus did away with the moral Law and replaced it with a vague “spirit,” allowing us license to please ourselves. Yet his words indicate otherwise: “I have come not to abrogate the law, but to fulfil it.” (Matt 5:17)  


It is in the Sermon on the Mount that the high challenge of Jesus’ ethical teaching is concentrated: no longer simply – “Do not murder”, but do not bear anger or resentment against your brother; no longer “Do not commit adultery”, but keep your hearts free from lustful thoughts and glances; no longer, do not bear false witness, but be so truthful that no oaths are needed.

The implications emerge, for instance, in the question of divorce and remarriage.  Greeks and Romans felt divorce was unfortunate, but it gave people a second or third chance to escape broken relationships and find happiness elsewhere. Some Jewish rabbis were stricter, allowing only adultery as the pretext for divorce: others were lax, admitting any “cause of unworthiness.” 


To his hearers’ amazement, Jesus agreed with neither fraction, but insisted that marriage was for life – till death us do part. He even stigmatized remarriage as adultery.

Jesus’ standards of goodness were so high above ordinary human customs, that this curdled resentment. He began his Gospel preaching: “Repent, for the kingdom of Heaven is close at hand!” His message insisted on the absolute need for repentance and holiness: “Be perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect.!”

The breaking of any major part of God’s law could lead to damnation. Jesus mentioned hell more frequently than heaven. This is definitely not what the world wants to hear. Our natural human tendency is to relax the law, to excuse sin, to water down our standards. This leads us to regard anyone who holds to biblical standards as too strict, “over the top,” “uncompassionate” or “judgmental.” How often we hear this today! 

What the world in general proclaimed to be tolerable before God, Christ said was not acceptable. What the world in general was doing was not good enough for salvation. Awfully, it was risking hell. 


The secular world understandably prefers to ignore this more Scriptural “Jesus.” It urges Christians to soften their image of Him too.  We are encouraged on every side to live complacently, not by God's standards, but by the world's.


The world wants to hear that every idea of morality is acceptable to God – apart from murder, paedophilia, intolerance, racism, global warming, and of course, smoking. Fashionable writers conscript Christ to their cause of legitimizing neo-Marxism, ‘gay marriage’, or whatever licentiousness they favour. They pretend that Jesus was saying exactly what suits their disordered inclinations. As we all do to some extent.

Quite often such people argue: “If Jesus were alive now, He would say…” Sorry?! I didn’t know He had died again since the Resurrection. Jesus is alive now, and by the Holy Spirit He speaks through His Catholic Church, especially through Peter’s successor and the bishops (when they teach in union with Rome).


The world says “You don’t need to go to church to be a Christian,” but the Catechism says we have a grave obligation to attend Mass every Sunday.  Getting drunk at the office party is a just a bit of fun, says the world, but the Church says it is sinful. Everyone fiddles their insurance claims or tax returns a bit, don’t they? Again, the Church condemns this as sin.

When it comes to sexual matters, the beasts of pride and lust are soon aroused. How dare the Church say that sex outside marriage, contraception, abortion or IVF are against God’s law! How dare the Vatican hold up scientific progress, opposing experimentation on human embryos?  Satan provokes us to anger at any encroachment upon our “sexual freedom.”  We mock the thought of “celibate male popes” telling us what we can and cannot do in the bedroom!

These “celibate male Popes,” however, are simply proclaiming God’s message and insisting upon it, welcome or unwelcome, in season or out of season. If - per impossibilem - they changed the Church’s solemn teaching to please the world, they would be as useless as banging gongs or clashing cymbals. They are but guardians of divine Truth: they have no power to alter it, only to deduce its further ramifications.

Human pride and lust are at the root of so much anti-Catholicism. Just as many hated Christ in His own day for His moral perfection and challenges, so in our era there are many who hate the Church. They will entertain any outlandish creed, but dismiss Catholicism as mumbo-jumbo without a hearing.  

Any evidence that members of the church have behaved appallingly – in particular, the clerical child sex abuse scandals - is gleefully seized upon by the Church’s enemies to invalidate her authority and damn her as utterly hypocritical. 


It behoves the Church’s members to follow in Christ’s footsteps: 


“If the world hates you, remember that it hated me before you. If you belonged to the world, the world would love you as its own; but because you do not belong to the world, because my choice withdrew you from the world, therefore the world hates you….if they persecuted me, they will persecute you too.” (John 15:18-19)

The Body of Christ is persecuted in every generation. The Church is hated because of the evidence She brings against the world that what it does is evil. Through Her, the Spirit convicts the world of sin. Most other reasons for anti-Catholicism, as with the reasons for killing Christ, are a smoke screen. Herod still is active. A certain level of hostility therefore is a good sign, an indication that the Vatican and the Pope are doing God’s work. 

The baby lies in its cradle, the Magi adore and present their gold, frankincense and myrrh…
This child comes to rule our hearts, not to spoil our licit pleasures, but to lead us to a deeper happiness and contentment than we ever thought possible.

