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The world has already chucked out its Christmas trees for the binmen to collect, but keep yours lit for a few days yet! We Christians still have Epiphany to celebrate this Tuesday, the second great feast of Christmastide: 
 “Arise, shine out, for your light has come, the glory of the Lord is shining upon you, though night still covers the earth, and darkness the peoples. Above you the Lord now rises, and above you His glory appears. The nations come to your light, and kings to your dawning brightness.”

Hopeful words for the New Year. Isaiah’s prophecy came to fruition in the Magi’s visit to the Christ Child. The Christmas Day Gospel told us about the shepherds’ visit. The shepherds were Jews, members of the chosen people. In contrast the Magi are Gentiles, our representatives, strangers from far-off lands ushered into the presence of the Son of God. 

Thus, as Gentiles,  the Epiphany is primarily our feast. The Christ Child was born for the sake of all nations, not only as “infant king of the Jews.” The Liturgy applies to him the words of Psalm 71:

 “The kings of Tarshish and the sea coasts shall pay him tribute. The kings of Sheba and Seba shall bring him gifts. Before him all kings shall fall prostrate, all nations shall serve him.”

 As St Paul wrote: “it means that the pagans now share the same inheritance, that they are parts of the same body, and that the same promise has been made to them, in Christ Jesus, through the Gospel.” (Eph 3:6)

The word “epiphany”, from Greek “epiphaneia”,  signifies an appearance- the appearance of an enemy, of an army’s battle-front, or the renown of famous people.  When an oriental potentate paid a state visit to one of his cities, he was greeted with great pomp. This colourful celebration was marked by lavish splendour, much feasting and revelling, paid for by the ruler (out of the people’s taxes, ultimately, no doubt). Such a visit was called an epiphany. 

In a religious context, “epiphany” denoted an intervention of the gods to bring divine help.  


How had the pagans been prepared for the epiphany of the Messiah? While the Wisdom of God was concentrated in the traditions of Israel, the chosen people, it was never confined exclusively to them. Seeds of the Divine Word, the Logos, can be discerned in many civilisations. 

Around 500 BC, in several distinct civilisations, there was a remarkable upsurge in human awareness, striving towards the one God who transcends all creation.. It was the age of Zoroaster in Persia, of Confucius and Lao-Tzu in China, the Gautama Buddha in India, and shortly afterwards, Plato and Aristotle among the Greeks. In the same period the Jews returned to Jerusalem, finally cured of their idolatrous tendencies by the trials of the Babylonian exile.

 It was as if the human consciousness was being prepared for the coming of the Messiah, that many races might soon recognise the visible icon of the invisible God whose form they intuited. 

God responded to man’s spiritual thirst – which He Himself had inspired - by taking our human form and coming to meet us. He summoned the pagan Magi to Bethlehem by celestial signs. Early Christian art pictures the Magi wearing Persian or Parthian dress. Their gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh, however, are Arabian in character. Their interest in the stars suggests a connection to the Babylonians, the race most proficient in astrology and astronomy.

The word magi signifies a wide priestly caste of astronomers, fortune tellers, augurers, occultists and magicians. They were probably priests of Zoroaster, who preached a form of monotheism. Ahura Mazda, the wise Lord, was their supreme deity, alone worthy of worship. The magi read widely and would probably have been familiar with the Jewish scriptures. 

The Zoroastrians believed that every person has a guiding star. The more important the personage, the more radiant would be their star when it appeared at their birth. Hence the Magi were especially curious about the bright star or planetary conjunction which heralded Christ’s birth.

Today about 150,000 Zoroastrians still survive, mostly around Bombay in India, and no more than a few thousand in Iran. A person can only be born into Zoroastrianism. They do not accept conversions, and this has severely limited their numbers. One of the best known Zoroastrians is the conductor Zubin Mehta. 

The Epiphany is a worthy occasion to pray for the endangered Christians of Iran and Iraq, Arabia and Egypt, who have long struggled under the shadow of an oppressive Islam.

The Magi came first to Herod’s royal palace in Jerusalem, asking to see “the infant King of the Jews.” This in itself is an unusual phrase. We never hear the words “the newborn king of England.” We say “prince”, or “ heir to the throne,” for someone like Prince Charles, who becomes king long, long after his birth. 

Yet, “king” is the word the gospel puts on the Magi’s lips. Here is a lesson for us: Jesus is a king from his birth, indeed from all eternity. As He will profess before Pilate, His Kingdom is not of this world. 

The chief priests, the scribes, and King Herod, realise that this child may be the Messiah, for they research the relevant scriptures. How do they react to this divine visitation? Herod “was perturbed, and so was the whole of Jerusalem.” 

The Jews had been longing for their messianic liberator for a thousand years. Why now were they so reluctant to discover and to celebrate his birth?

Not because they had not heard, but because they did not want to hear. They did not want the Messiah; that was the problem. Herod was greatly troubled – and all Jerusalem with him. They liked the pagan way they were living their lives: being Jews, but living a pagan life, living just like Gentiles. It was too easy. If the Messiah came, they would have to reform their lives, and they preferred too much the way they were living. They did not want to change.

How many nominal Christians do you know who want to change their lives, who want to stop living like a bunch of pagans, and start living like genuine Catholics?

The chosen people ignore the Saviour, while outsiders come to worship the living God. “Often it is converts, seldom welcomed, who reveal to the Church new and fruitful paths.” (von Balthasar).  More than once Jesus found greater faith among the Gentiles than among his own people. 

Why did Herod’s spies not follow the Magi the five miles to Bethlehem and report the child’s whereabouts directly? Hadn’t he an efficient intelligence service? Are we to assume some overshadowing of divine protection on the one hand, or of divinely generated  confusion on the other?
The Christian imagination has long seized upon Isaiah's words to illustrate the story of the Magi's visit: “Camels in throngs will cover you, and dromedaries of Midian and Ephah; everyone in Sheba will come, bringing gold and incense, and singing the praise of the Lord.” 

However, the Christian epiphany is one of holiness and humility: not the appearance of a noble emperor with his retinue, a superman or a great general. The Magi find before them a child, apparently of poor parents, in a simple farmstead. Yet somehow in this little boy the Magi recognise the hope of all the ages. They “rejoiced exceedingly with great joy,” knelt before him, and brought out their precious gifts for him.

It is worth recalling that the name Bethlehem means “house of bread,” and hence in Christian symbolism: “house of the Eucharist.” It is in the Eucharist that we Gentiles recognise the Christ Child. We kneel before him and adore, and offer our gifts. 

As St Gregory the Great writes:  Open italics  “we offer gold, if we shine in his sight with the light of wisdom; we offer frankincense, if we have power before God by the sweet savour of our prayers; we offer myrrh, when we mortify by abstinence the lusts of the flesh.” Close italics
As we look round at the signs of our times, at the beginning of this new year 2004, we have a choice. We can be humble and simple like the shepherds, learned and searching like the Magi, or holy like Simeon and Anna, and cleave to Christ. Then we manifest His light to those in darkness.
Or a person can react like the chief priests and scribes in Jerusalem, refusing to recognize what is happening in God’s plan. He embraces the paganism of our society and rejects the Lord. Like Herod, feeling threatened and angry, he may actually persecute the Lord and his disciples, attacking and slaying innocent souls. Like Herod, he may not have long to live.

What is God making manifest to us in the “progress” of society today? And what is our response to His manifestation? 

“Today, O Lord, Thou didst manifest Thyself to the whole world, and Thy light hath come upon us who in understanding sing to Thee, Thou didst come, Thou didst appear, O Light inaccessible.
