
I’m a serious stickler for the rules and I’m all about punctuality. There is no such thing as 

“fashionably late” in my book, and there’s often very little difference between the “letter” and the 

“spirit” of the law. It’s one of the reasons I studied law in college and one of the reasons I am 

regarded as such an “orthodox Protestant” --- if there is such a thing --- at Andover-Newton. When, 

as is often the case, someone gets exasperated with me about these things, I tell them this story. 

When I was a kid, and indeed to this day, my mother owned a crèche that we put out almost 

immediately after getting home from church on the first Sunday of advent. Mary and Joseph would 

get put underneath the awning of the stable, alongside some sheep, a donkey and a calf; shepherds 

would stand guard over something or other (all the sheep we had were in the stable) just outside; the 

manger itself would hide behind the stable, since the baby Jesus inside it couldn’t be removed. That’s 

right, Jesus couldn’t be there yet, because there was no baby Jesus yet. Such was the seriousness and 

dedication of my mother in creating our own private Bethlehem. 

But all this was nothing compared to the fate of the three wise men that were part of the set. 

Our crèche was on a hutch that acted as a barrier between our living room and dining room, with 

the Holy Family keeping an eye on anyone who passed between. Absent from the scene were the 

three wise men, because, obviously, if there was no Jesus there could be no wise men. After 

everyone else was all set up just right, my mother would lift old Balthazar, Melchior and Caspar out 

of their Styrofoam crate and carry them all over the house, deciding whence this year they would 

begin their journey. Most often, it was somewhere in the kitchen.  

And every day, when my mother came home from work --- after she had taken her coat off 

but before she’d kicked her shoes off --- she would go to the wise men and like a professional 

surveyor, try and eyeball how far they should have journeyed on this particular day. Some days they 

made no headway and others they took great leaps toward their destination. It was exasperating to 

watch the last few days, as they were so tantalizingly close, making the leap from the dining table to 



the hutch just after New Year’s, clearly within earshot of the braying donkey and lowing calf, but not 

the baby Jesus, for no crying he makes. Finally, on the sixth of January, the wise men, with their gifts 

of gold, frankincense and myrrh, would arrive at the manger, which by now had included a baby 

Jesus in a manger for nearly two weeks. It was a truly joyous time in our house when those kings at 

last took their final slide across to the young mother and father and the infant Christ. The crèche 

came down on the 7th, the kings put back in their Styrofoam container to rest and recuperate from 

their journey. And Christmas was over. 

As a child, I never wondered at the significance of the journey or arrival of the three kings, 

never pondered the meaning of the Epiphany, never considered the importance of commemorating 

it in church or at our home. The only thing I knew was that my mother took it very seriously and 

that if anyone tried to put the Magi at the manger before January 6th, they’d likely have the figurine 

slapped out of their hand. I thought it was simply a quaint devotion that my mother had, a leftover 

from her Catholic upbringing should couldn’t bear to leave behind but also didn’t feel the need to 

express to me. 

Only as I grew older and began thinking about Christianity and Christmas, about how the 

birth of a poor child in a cultural backwater at the fringes of the Roman Empire could have signaled 

not only a change in how people on Earth worshipped God and understood God, but also how 

God related to all people. Epiphany, or at least the arrival of the kings and their giving of gifts to 

Jesus, began to make sense in a lot of ways.  

The Magi weren’t kings, even though the songs we sing say that; they were priests. The word 

Magi is a Latin transliteration of the Greek word μαγοι, which is itself a transliteration of a word 

from Persian, and is a word that specifically means “priests of the Zoroastrian religion”, about which 

I know absolutely nothing, save that they were very interested in astrology and not at all interested in 

Judaism or a little boy born in Bethlehem. 



The calling of the Magi with the Star of Bethlehem, a celestial body they were sure to be 

fascinated by, was God’s first move in changing the way God would be found, discovered and 

revealed. On Christmas Eve, we hear the prophecies of Isaiah, who wrote, “the people who walked 

in darkness have seen a great light.” We read the prologue of John’s Gospel, “In him was life, and 

that life was the light of men. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome 

it.” Here was that light, shining above a manger, revealed not to devout Jews who understood the 

prophecy of the light or of the child born in Bethlehem, but revealed to three priests who followed 

this light out of curiosity.  

The light of the Lord, the light that would be our life, guided not the priests of Jerusalem, 

who were oblivious until the Magi told them what they’d seen, nor the representatives of the 

Empire, who were equally clueless, but strangers from a distant land. And it was neither the Levites 

nor the Romans who came to pay the Savior homage and give him gifts, but people who came of 

their own volition and sense of wonder. 

Through Christ’s birth and incarnation, the light of the world was not brought to a few, but 

to us all. Epiphany celebrates not just the arrival of the Magi, but also the new way in which God 

would be understood and revealed in the person of Jesus Christ. No longer did one have to be born 

into a tribe to be one of God’s chosen people. Instead, we just need to follow the light to find 

salvation. 

In this morning’s epistle, Paul writes on a similar theme to the church at Ephesus: “In 

former generations this mystery was not made known to humankind, as it has now been revealed to 

his holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit: that is, the Gentiles have become fellow heirs, members 

of the same body, and sharers in the promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel.” The word of God 

is no longer hidden, but revealed through the incarnation: through the life, death and resurrection of 

Christ, for all who are willing to hear it.  



  In the Greek, the meaning is even clearer, as Paul uses the prefix sun, … together. We are 

heirs together, members together, sharing together. Not coincidentally, that prefix is where we get 

the word synagogue, which means ‘gather together.’ Indeed, that is why we are gathered together 

this morning: to share together, as one body together, our heritage together as believers in the 

promise of the gospel, the good news. 

The church, then, is where we are no longer estranged from God. This is the place where 

God’s reconciling will is made evident, made manifest. But, according to Paul, it can’t appear that 

way only to us. We have already followed the light, arrived at the manger, and seen the Christ child. 

The mystery of God has been revealed to us. To Paul, the church can’t only be the place where 

God’s reconciling will is made known to us, but where the whole world can see reconciliation as a 

reality, as he writes: “so that through the church the wisdom of God in its rich variety might now be 

made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly places.” As a church, we must lead 

through Christ’s example, as we have come to understand it through the gospels and through our 

history.  

New Testament scholar Luke Timothy Johnson wrote about this passage, far more 

eloquently than I could ever hope: 

When people in the world see the possibility for a humanity based not in rivalry and boasting 
but in the gift of God [which is] (reconciliation)they will be drawn into the community of 
peace. The church does not … exist for itself, but as a sacrament for the world: it offers to 
the world both a sign and a realization of the world’s own future possibility, so that in the 
church, God might be glorified, that is, his presence in the world might truly be 
acknowledged. 
 

I generally loathe clichés, but it seems to me that Paul is asking us in this morning’s passage to ‘be 

the change we want to see in the world.’ Indeed, as Christ came as an example of God’s love to all 

his people, we continue this work. As the church, as the body of Christ in the world, we 

demonstrate to the world the love and peace that Christ taught and lived. We are the living example 

of the reconciliation of God and humanity. We are called to love one another, even the stranger, 



even the enemy, without exception and without reservation. We are called to give of our treasures, 

our time and ourselves. We are called to be Christians together, sharing together, partaking together, 

as a church together, so that the world might see it and know that we may all be reconciled with one 

another, as the Prince of Peace taught and lived. 

Each of us has come a long way to reach this place. Each of us have had our journeys that 

have led us here, to this place, on this morning. Very few, if any of us, were led to Christ by a star in 

the sky, yet upon arriving, each of us was met with the same gift no matter what any of us brought 

with us. The promise of the gospel, of reconciliation with God and one another, is our light, and it 

shines on all who wish to see it and be guided by it. 

As I think back now on those nights when my mother, tired from a long day of work, could 

barely keep her eyes open long enough to read the paper, would still pick up the figurines and move 

them ever-so-slightly closer to the crèche, I don’t find it some tedious task that she felt she had to 

perform. Rather, I see it as a simple expression of my mother’s faith: as they followed the star and 

drew nearer to the Christ child, so was she, and so are we all, following the light and drawing nearer 

to Christ with every day of our lives, individually and as a church. Some mornings we make great 

progress on our journey, and on others we seem to be standing still, but we know the reward of 

reconciliation that awaits us, we know the peace and love that is the future possibility of this world. 

The promise of the gospel has brought us to this place this morning, to gather together with one 

another as one body together, to glorify God and to pay Christ homage, for the mystery has been 

revealed to us. Let us go into the world, continue on our journey, that our lives as individuals and 

our shared life as a church be examples of the light that no darkness could overcome, the light that 

is the life of all people, Jesus Christ, our Lord and Savior. Amen. 


