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Credo for Mr Kevin Flaherty, Catholic Times
“Myrrh is mine, its bitter perfume

Breathes a life of gathering gloom,

Sorrowing, sighing, bleeding, dying,

Sealed in the stone cold tomb.”


This weekend many of our congregations will sing this popular carol “We Three Kings of Orient are.”  At school we were taught that the gold symbolized Christ’s Kingship, frankincense His Deity, and the myrrh His mortality, because it was used for embalming the dead.


Gold is familiar, in the form of wedding rings and the chalices we use for Mass. Frankincense too is reasonably common, at least in sacristies. Nowadays we have to put out a type of “asthma alert” before burning it in church on a Sunday, because individuals who suffer from bad asthma can find it makes them ill for days, if they sit too close to the front.  

Myrrh I have never seen, so last weekend I ordered some solid myrrh gum and myrrh oil from a firm called Simply Resins of Nottinghamshire, which I found on the internet. Hopefully the products will turn up in time for this Sunday. 


The English Deist Thomas Woolston (1669-1731) quipped that “if the Magi had brought sugar, soap, and candles they would have acted like wise men.”  But then those who do not believe in the Incarnation are apt to lose their sense of poetry too.

Myrrh as a symbol of mortality faces one difficulty: it was the Egyptians who used myrrh for embalming and fumigating, not the Jews. In fact, Jewish law forbade embalming. Bodies were to be buried within 24 hours of death. Myrrh might sometimes have been rubbed on the skin of a corpse.


The principal uses of myrrh are not for embalming, but in medicine and as a perfume ingredient. So it might better symbolise Jesus’ healing ministry. It is an effective antifungal and antibacterial oil, derived from the shrub Commiphora molmol, found in Somalia and along the Red Sea coast of the Arabian peninsula. 



This bush grows to 3 metres in height and has tough, knotted branches and spiny twigs. The oil-gum resin exudes from fissures or incisions in the bark and is collected as irregular lumps, which can then be steam distilled.


Its main use is in treating various types of mouth infections, such as ulcers, gingivitis, halitosis and pyorrhea. It is used in mouthwashes and gargles. It stimulates the production of white blood corpuscles, thus helping the body to fight infections such as sinusitis, pharyngitis and thrush.

Traditionally it has been used too for leprosy and syphilis, although there is no scientific evidence for its effectiveness here. In traditional Chinese medicine, it is used to treat bleeding disorders and wounds. The oil is used in chest rubs for bronchitis and catarrhal, and in treating boils and haemorrhoids.  It is mixed with other essential oils to make perfumes, while the resin can be mixed with frankincense for burning on charcoal. 

So the gift of myrrh points more towards healing and perfume than towards death. Perhaps our carol is misleading. 

After all, the Magi were not really kings, although the crowns look pretty in children’s nativity plays. Nor do we know how many of them visited the infant King of the Jews. Western tradition has fixed the number at three to correlate with the three gifts. 


The Greek word “Magoi” comes from the Old Persian Magupati and means an astrologer or astronomer, a star-gazer and seeker after wisdom. “Wise men” is indeed a better translation. They belonged to a priestly caste of a branch of Zoroastrianism known as Zurvanism.

In the Basilica of the Nativity in Bethlehem, there was a mosaic of the Magi arrayed in Persian garments. In 614 AD when the Persian armies of King Chosroes invaded the Holy Land they destroyed many of the churches. After the capture of Bethlehem, the king was to take charge personally of the looting and burning of the great Basilica. 


As his men were carrying out the sacred vessels, silver lamps and other valuables, one of the army officers noticed the large mosaic on the north wall, depicting the Magi offering their gifts to the Christ Child. He was startled by their dress, the belted tunics and full sleeves, in trousers and wearing Phrygian caps. This was the regal dress of his own compatriots. He informed the King, who also was astonished at the mosaic. He ordered that the Basilica be spared, thinking it had been built to honour his royal predecessors, the priest-kings who came to Bethlehem. 

The names we give to the Magi in the west -  Caspar, Melchior and Balthasar - originate from an early 6th century Greek manuscript in Alexandria. The Syriac Christians have names for them which sound much more Persian:  Larvandad, Gushnasaph , and Hormisdas.  The Ethiopian and Armenian churches have other quite distinct names. 

Elsewhere in the New Testament the word “magus” is translated with negative implications. In Acts 8 it is used of Simon Magus, the magician of a Samaritan town, who tried to buy from the Apostles the power of imparting the Holy Spirit by the laying on of hands. St Peter responded: “May your silver be lost forever, and you with it, for thinking that money could buy what God has given for nothing! You have no share, no rights, in this: God can see how your heart is warped.”


Simon appears to have sincerely repented of his “simony”, the attempt to buy or sell spiritual powers or sacraments. Evidently he had been impressed by the apostles’ powers, even if he did not properly understand their rightful use. 

In Acts 13 the same word magus is translated sorcerer to condemn "Elymas the sorcerer" who opposes Paul and Barnabas preaching the Gospel at Paphos in Cyprus. Paul’s prayers deprive Elymas of his sight: 

“Now watch how the hand of the Lord will strike you: you will be blind, and for a time you will not see the sun.' That instant, everything went misty and dark for him, and he groped about to find someone to lead him by the hand.”

So the Magi are the only “magicians” to be given a good press in the New Testament, especially in the way they outwitted King Herod and “returned to their own land by a different route.” 

The Directory on Popular Piety and the Liturgy  mentions several customs for this day. One is the proclamation at Mass of the dates of Easter and other principal feasts of the coming year. People have diaries and calendars now, but this announcement was vital in medieval society.


The other custom, popular in German-speaking countries, is “the blessing of homes, on whose lintels are inscribed the Cross of salvation, together with the indication of the year and the initials of the three wise men.” 


This year the inscription would read  20 C+M+B 07. It can also be interpreted to mean Christus mansionem benedicat - Christ bless this home.  Usually it is written above the main doorways, in chalk blessed at the Epiphany Mass. It is left until Pentecost.


“This custom, often accompanied by processions of children with their parents, expresses the blessing of Christ through the intercession of the three wise men and is an occasion for gathering offerings for charitable and missionary purposes.”


One tradition says that the Magi returned to Persia, were later baptized by St Thomas and worked at evangelizing their own country. 


In the 1270s the Venetian explorer Marco Polo, en route to China, claimed that he was shown the three tombs of the Magi at Saveh, south of Tehran. 

"In Persia is the city of Saba, from which the Three Magi set out and in this city they are buried, in three very large and beautiful monuments, side by side. And above them there is a square building, beautifully kept. The bodies are still entire, with hair and beard remaining." (Book i). 


This is impossible to reconcile with the 14th century account of John of Hildesheim - Historia Trium Regum  -the history of the three kings.  He asserts that Queen Helena, mother of the Emperor Constantine, after she had excavated the true Cross during her extended visit to Jerusalem about 330 AD, ventured further east: 


"Queen Helen...began to think greatly of the bodies of these three kings, and she arrayed herself, and accompanied by many attendants, went into the Land of Ind...after she had found the bodies of Melchior, Balthazar, and Casper, Queen Helen put them into one chest and ornamented it with great riches, and she brought them into Constantinople...and laid them in a church that is called Saint Sophia." 

The relics were allegedly later moved to Milan and then in 1164 on to Cologne. 


Whatever the resting place of the Magi’s remains, their adoration of the Child Jesus fulfilled Simeon’s words, that the Messiah would be "a light for revelation to the Gentiles" (Luke 2:32). Their visit was the first indications that Jesus came for all people, of all nations, of all races, and that the work of God in the world would not be limited to only one tribe or people.

Today is a fitting occasion to pray for the 350,000 Christians in the Islamic Republic of Iran, land of the Magi, and for Somalia where the myrrh comes from.

