Epiphany 1 2006
Some of us were lucky on Friday evening to enjoy taking part in a very splendid Epiphany Quiz Evening, and I for one learnt all sorts of interesting things: like, for example, which animals are collectively referred to as a ‘crash’ when they get together in a group. Well in the spirit of Friday evening, here’s a question for you: What connection is there between the following places - Bethlehem, Constantinople, Milan and Cologne?  Answer: they are closely associated with the mysterious figures, the Magi or wise men, who visited Jesus, Mary and Joseph soon after the birth. 

Tradition has it that the supposed bones of the Magi travelled on a far grander scale than their owners did when they were alive.  Even in the early 20th Century their bones were still on the road.  We are told that they were brought from Persia to Constantinople in 490 by the emperor Zeno. Much later they mysteriously appeared in Milan, but in 1162 they were again on the move - this time as part of the booty dispersed by Federick Barbarossa.  They eventually came to rest in Cologne, where they were housed in a magnificently enamelled shrine. However as late as 1903 they were still travelling for some of the relics were sent back to Milan from whence they had come 7 centuries previously,  as a gift from the Cardinal at Cologne to his counterpart in Milan. The biblical comment that the wise men returned to their home by another route has a lovely irony, in the light of their posthumous wanderings.

Who were these mysterious Magi, whose arrival at the baby Jesus triggered the season of Epiphany that we have just entered?  Well, actually there are many other references to them in contemporary literature, and it seems that at this period in history, in most societies in that part of the world, there were a cast of influential men who wielded considerable power - perhaps rather akin to the tribal witch doctor in an African tribe, or the proverbial spin-doctor of a modern political party. 

From what we read in Matthew it seems that our Magi were astrologers, gentile academics, who devoted all their time and energy to interpreting the stars. Very clearly they had been influenced by what they had heard about Jewish hopes for a Messiah figure, and had applied themselves to studying the stars to try and discern when he was likely to appear.  From the context of the story, one point about them is clear: we are meant to draw a contrast between the faith and enquiry spirit of the Magi and the unbelief of the secular and religious leaders who were around when Jesus was born.

The Magi, who represent the Gentile world, are singled out because they are searchers and seekers for the Messiah. They recognised the impending revelation of God through a proclamation in nature in the form of a star, and they were prepared to step out - in faith of a sort - and follow the path to Jerusalem.  When they arrived at the city, they were further enlightened by the prophecies of the Jewish Holy Scriptures. And so their twin act of acceptance–of the revelation offered in the star, and the revelation offered in the Scriptures–lead them to Bethlehem, where they were so overjoyed that they fell down in worship and give Jesus lavish presents.

That's the story of the wise men, and I guess it suggests a critical warning to the religious leadership in our time too and to all who consider themselves to be rather good at religion: don't let your assumed knowledge of God, and the sense of self that you derive from it, render you blind to what God is doing in your very midst. Keep a part of you that is looking for stars and is ready to move when it sees one.  In fact that warning is equally appropriate for all of us, whether we are in positions of religious power and leadership or not.  We need to preserve a sense of ourselves as earnest travellers and divine star gazers.

As you know, today I am handing out a Discussion Paper, which in some ways is a bit of stargazing on my part. In it I am trying to get to the heart of who we are as a Christian Community of faith here, and to begin the process of discerning where God might be wanting to lead us next. It is perhaps no mere detail that there were three Wise Men and not one, and it was collectively that they worked out in which direction God was drawing them. And when they had worked that out, they travelled as a company. I am very much hoping that our journeying might be similar – and indeed I know it has to be. So I would be very grateful if you were able to find the time to read it, and think about it (take your time to do this if you like) and then let me know what your feelings are. I hope it all makes sense, but if there are any parts that you don’t understand please do ask me to clarify what I have said. I remember as a student at University how liberating it was one day to realise suddenly that the fact that I wasn’t understanding something I was reading might not actually be because I was not intelligent enough, but because the author had actually written that passage rather badly.

Traditionally, the journey of the Magi led them through desert places, but ultimately they arrived at their spring - to worship the infant King.  Their journey was validated by discovering this divine baby. And their response in worship was one full of joy, exuberance and extravagant gifts.  The invitation of Epiphany, this New Year, and the coming months, is for us to find our way into their shoes.

Oh by the way, the answer to the question that was right at the start of this sermon is rhinoceros.

