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Next Saturday, January 6™ is the day we refer to as Epiphany. The word epiphany simply means
to manifest or to reveal, and it is the season of the Christian year that takes us from Christmas to
Lent and in which the Church bears witness to God’s self-revelation in Jesus and the implications
of that revelation for our lives. So, we gather here still in the season of Christmas on the edge of
Epiphany, remembering how the Magi, the Wise men, were drawn to God’s revelation in the
Christ-child.

The magi, or wise men as we know them, were most likely gentile astrologers from the East,
probably Persia, which is modern day Iraq. It was a risky journey that they made, one that
brought them face to face with foreign Kings, with the very powers that sought the destruction of
this child. They came bearing gifts, costly gifts, which they placed before the child Jesus as an
offering of adoration. In some way, I think Matthew wants us to understand that in making this
long, risky journey, and in laying these costly gifts before the child, the magi were signifying the
complete giving of their all to Jesus. They were willing to give up even their lives in order to
witness and to worship what God had done, not only for Israel, but for all the nations, and even
outsiders like them.

As Matthew recounts the story, in the magi we have the first instance of worship, of people
glorifying and giving thanks to God for the gift of Emmanuel - God with us. And their worship
of this child moves us to consider the meaning of the epiphany or God’s self-revelation in Jesus.
It also asks us to consider what it means for you and for me to live lives of worship and adoration
in which we give ourselves fully and completely to God.

Bishop Will Willimon suggests that, “Worship is that adoration, adulation, and acclaim that we
give to Christ.” And so, an important question for us to consider is how in our own worship, do
we or do we not repeat the gestures of the magi. In other words, do we or do we not adequately
and faithfully offer our gifts and our lives in wondrous adoration of Christ? Does our worship
reflect the wonder, the awe, the reverence, and the sense of mystery surrounding the magi’s
offering of their adoration and praise? And are we willing to risk everything for worship, to give
to Jesus our hearts and our lives, or do we hold back, stopping short of giving all that we are and
all that we have in thanks and praise?

At Christmas, we celebrate one of the central mysteries of our faith — the Incarnation. The
Incarnation or the enfleshment of God in Jesus shows just how far God is willing to go to love us,
to redeem us, to have us back as his own. The limitless love of God meant that God was willing



to risk, that God became vulnerable in Jesus, because as we all know loving someone is risky
business, it makes us vulnerable. In loving another, our hearts may be broken, and Jesus” heart
was broken, many times, finally being pierced on the cross. To have us as his own God becomes
a vulnerable child, risking everything in self-giving love.

In response to God’s risky gift of love the magi literally risk their lives to worship this newborn
king. They entered a foreign land, disobeyed its king, and fled for their lives by another road
following their visit. Why would they go to such lengths? Why risk life and limb? Because, as
they said, “We came to pay homage to the newborn king, we came to worship him.” They came
to worship, not king Herod, but King Jesus. Not a king in a palace, but a King born to poor
parents in a cattle stall; a King who would be forced to flee his homeland and become a refugee in
a foreign land. This was the King of kings and Lord of lords who emptied himself and became a
servant, who washed his disciples’ feet, and who didn’t cling to life and power but gave it away
for others. We don’t usually think of worship as a risky business - but it is if we mean by
worship the offering of our whole selves to God. Worship can be risky and costly if it means
following our King’s example by being willing to give our lives away through the offering of our
praise, our gifts, and our ultimate allegiance and worship to God and to no one else.

We Protestants, in our passion to prove that we are not Catholic, tend to skip a lot of the feast
days and I think it narrows our understanding of our faith in ways that are not helpful or faithful.
Most of the world has no idea that it’s still Christmas and even more don’t have a clue about
Epiphany and many will leap right over it on our way to our New Year’s resolutions. We lose
something if we fail to observe Epiphany. What Epiphany does is that it forces us to be honest
about Christmas. Our world’s celebration of Christmas is more like the festival of the birth of the
son of a king Herod - filled with parties and gifts, decorations, all the glitz and glamour. In
contrast, the birth of God’s Son took place in humble surroundings and was marked not by
pomp and circumstance but by fear, anxiety, joy, wonder, awe, and risky worship. I don’t blame
the world for not getting this right but it’s deeply tragic when the Church gets it wrong because
the world needs our counter witness. And we get it wrong when we are unlike the magi, when
we are afraid to go all the way to Bethlehem’s manger. When we stop short at Herod’s palace.
Perhaps we’re afraid of what it might mean for our families and our future if we give this
newborn king our worship, and our allegiance. And maybe that is because the “Herod’s” of this
world, all the other kings that call for our adoration have gotten our attention. And on our way
to the poor village of Bethlehem we find ourselves spending too of our time and energy in the
places of wealth and power — looking for our security there, our comfort and safety, paying
homage to privilege, to status, to position, and to violent, coercive power — all Herod’s cousins.

As Walter Bruggemann suggests, “Epiphany is that season of the year in which we are given the
opportunity to travel those hard, demanding miles away from self-sufficiency. This journey is
not about security and prosperity but about vulnerability, neighborliness, generosity, a modest



future where spears are turned into pruning hooks and swords into plowshares.” It is a difficult
journey because it is difficult to let go of those things that we think will save us. It’s difficult
because so many things have hold of us and we cling to so many things. The hardest journey is
just sometimes learning to let go, to trust that God alone is more than we need, knowing that in
the poverty of this child are riches beyond measure.

But we need to make this journey. Because the amazing thing is, in as much as we are willing to
follow the example of the Magi and travel the road away from self to worshipping Emmanuel
God with us, we will, by God’s grace, become ourselves an epiphany, a manifestation of the light
of God’s presence in the world, a light that will draw others to the place where they too can let go
and experience the love of God.

Like the star that guided the magi to the Christ-child, a faithful celebration of Christmas and
Epiphany directs our attention away from the glitter and glamour of the false kings of this world
to the light of Bethlehem’s manger - to Jesus who is the true light illumining everyone. Epiphany
directs us away from Herod to the magi, who risked everything to worship the newborn King.
And their story is an invitation to join them in their risky journey to worship this Jesus who is
God with us.

Here at the beginning of a new year and a new season we are given the opportunity to begin
again, to kneel in awe and wonder at the gift of God’s love revealed to us in Jesus and to adore
and give thanks for what God has done for us. The witness of the magi invites us to consider
how we might make not just this hour but the New Year and all of our life an act of worship, an
act of self-giving, of adoration and praise. And that means that we are called to offer not only
our songs, our sermons, our prayers, but our hearts and our lives as a living sacrifice. It means
that we become vulnerable and risk loving the least and the lost. It means that we must leave
places of comfort and security like Herod’s palace and descend into the streets, the cattle stalls,
the back streets of cities and towns, wherever God’s people are hungry, homeless, lost, and alone.
It means that by God’s grace we are to become a light, an epiphany, a revelation of God’s love in
Christ by sharing in this child’s ministry. And that is the riskiest and the truest form of worship
— where acts of prayer, singing, preaching, and praise occur not only on Sunday morning but
overflow into all of life through ministries of justice, compassion, healing, peace-making, and
reconciliation.

Mike Slaughter is right when he suggests, “When we use God to get what we desire instead of
being used by God for God’s desire, we miss the opportunity to follow Emmanuel, God with us.
The journey the wise men made was a risky one, a difficult one, and they risked everything. The
Gospel message isn’t that “Jesus guarantees physical wealth and health in this life; and a
commitment to follow Jesus isn’t about safety and security.” Discipleship comes with a price,
with struggle, with challenges and persecutions, this is the road less traveled, and the Gospel



message is that it leads to abundant life, peace, and joy, to a life of fulfillment, and meaning, and
purpose. The good news for us, for those who are willing to follow the magi and take the risk, is
the very same news given to Mary when she embarked upon this journey of faith - “Do not be
afraid. God is with you.” There is no better news than this. We can journey with the wise men,
away from fear and anxiety and into a life of faith and freedom, because, Jesus is Emmanuel and
truly God is with us.

The wise men risked everything to worship the newborn King, and in so doing they experienced
perfect love and freedom - the most important question facing us at the beginning of this New
Year is - will we? Merry Christmas friends! Have a blessed Epiphany and a Happy New Year!



