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January 03, 2016 
The Epiphany of the Lord 
  

I saw a cartoon in a religious magazine this week that pictured the Magi in conversation with Mary at the 
manger.  The Magi are about to depart for home and Mary says, “Thank you for the precious metal and 
expensive oils, but what I really could have used is diapers.”  It’s funny because the manger scene has become 
so sentimentalized through the course of Christian history that nobody has ever much questioned whether gold, 
frankincense and myrrh were the most sensible of gifts with which to arrive.  Yes, they are deeply symbolic and 
prophetic and precious in their own way, but honestly not very helpful to a homeless refugee family far away 
from Nazareth, where they lived.  You can’t satisfy a hungry newborn baby with any of that merchandise.  It 
raises the very interesting question, the question that we ought not to pass over too quickly here, what if the 
gift that was sent to us from Heaven of Christmas isn’t a gift that we asked for, or perhaps even wanted?  We 
spent most of the past six weeks here in church begging the Lord Jesus to enter into our world and our hearts 
and our families.  But did ever once ask whether that was/is something we even desire in the first place? 

After all, at Christmas time or any other time, when we set out to give gifts to the people we love we give at 
least some passing thought to what we imagine they need or would enjoy.  And we’ve all had the experience of 
being on the receiving end of a gift offering when we’ve been baffled by the idea that somebody thought we’d 
want that particular present.  It’s not uncommon for people to honestly believe that just because they like 
something—a book, a shirt, a food item—that the recipient of their gift must like it too.  When you think about it 
that way, Mary’s comment to the Magi in the cartoon isn’t so strange, or so funny.  If there had been such a 
thing as re-gifting or return and exchange then, I’ll bet Mary would have given it some thought.   

Ah yes, but the gift of the Christ Child came from God Himself; the gift was God Himself!  Who wouldn’t want to 
receive that?  Who would want to refuse such a precious thing?  Well, actually, a whole lot of people always 
have and still do decline the offer.  King Herod was but the first and most visible of those people who were 
presented with the most miraculous gift ever to come upon the earth and who responded with a polite, “No 
thank you.”  Okay, he wasn’t very polite about it.  When the Magi arrived in Jerusalem to inquire where they 
could find the newborn King of the Jews, Herod was not elated and grateful.  No, the gospel tells us he was 
terrified, and not only he, but “all Jerusalem with him.”  As far as he and they were concerned, there already 
was a King of the Jews on the throne, and his name was Herod, and that’s exactly the way they wished it to 
remain.  Jerusalem was not big enough for two kings of the Jews, and so Herod’s response to the gift was to 
order the genocide of all newborn males in the kingdom.  No, not a very polite refusal of the gift, but a very clear 
“no” to what God was offering.  By all historical and biblical accounts, King Herod was many things: ruthless, 
paranoid, cowardly, treacherous, perhaps insane, but he wasn’t stupid about the politics of power.  He 
understood from the very moment of the arrival of the Magi in Jerusalem that to accept God’s Christmas gift 
would be to seal his own ruin.  He well knew that it was of men like himself that Mary proclaimed in her 
“Magnificat” at the Annunciation:  

“God has cast down the mighty from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly.  God has filled the hungry 
with good things, and sent the rich away empty.” 

Very good news indeed to the lowly and hungry poor.  But a very bad choice of gift for those who are rich and 
mighty, and a very unwelcome one.   
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On this annual Feast of the Epiphany, in addition to relishing the goodness and mercy of God in sending Jesus 
into the world, we might also take the occasion to ask ourselves how ready, willing, and happy we truly are to 
receive this gift.  It’s not such a crazy question to pose, because if we really desire to welcome it, it will demand 
things from us—and the more self-sufficient we imagine ourselves to be in this life, the greater will be the 
demand, and the cost.  Like gold, frankincense, myrrh and the Christ Child Himself, the gift is a priceless one, but 
it’s often not very practical as we tend to judge such things.   

Do we really want to welcome a Savior who privileges the poorest and weakest and most valuable among us?  
Almost all recent American political opinion polls say no to that question.  Do we really wish for a world where 
all are embraced with equal dignity and recognized as created and beloved by the same, kind God?  Again, the 
polls say no.  Are we ready to put some of our won treasures at risk for the sake of becoming a sign of God’s 
care and justice for every person, animal, plant and creature?  It seems for many, no.   

If that is true, then we really ought to quit praying and singing for the in-breaking of the real Lord and Savior into 
our world, because that’s what it means to do that.  That’s the true gift being offered.  Herod well understood 
that, in a way that we are perhaps still coming to recognize.  The conclusion of the Christmas Story in the bible is 
not, “And they all lived happily ever after.”  It is rather, the flight into Egypt of the Holy Family to escape state 
sanctioned mass murder of innocents, which was actually triggered by the miracle of Christmas.  That’s the 
power of this gift, and its risk, and its responsibility.  So perhaps our equally fervent prayer, alongside the one 
begging the Lord to be born into our world, should be the one pleading for the grace actually to desire such a 
thing, and for the courage to welcome it as it arrives. 

 

And speaking of long-awaited and desired gifts, this weekend we welcome and bless our new and precious and 
beautiful tabernacle, the very vessel in which we repose and venerate the body of Christ that springs from our 
gathering and celebration of the Eucharist.  It is bronze, not gold, and it is lovely to behold, like the scene at the 
manger in Bethlehem.  But just as with the Christ Child, let us be very aware of what such a gift summons out of 
us, what it demands of us as recipients of so great a treasure.  For the Christ that is reserved here is not meant 
to stay here, but to move out from here, in and through us, to shake up our world and to implant the Kingdom 
of God in our midst.  To be honest, not everybody desires that to happen.  It can seem an impractical or even a 
threatening gift to Herod and his minions.  So even as this sacred object delights our eyes and consoles our 
hearts, may it never seduce us into forgetting its stern demands. 

 


