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AS BEARERS OF LIGHT 

 
 Epiphany Sunday; the Twelfth Day of Christmas. This period after 
Christmas is often a bit disconcerting: like being in a empty theater following a 
lively play, when the houselights come up and we are suddenly back in our 
everyday world. Feeling perhaps a tad disoriented. We might return home from 
distant family gatherings to find a very dry Christmas tree still standing in our 
living room. Now there are bills to pay and pounds to shed after all our gift-giving 
and rich food extravaganza. Perhaps we feel a mixture of happy and satisfied 
exhaustion, or maybe we are just relieved that all the hoopla is over. For some of 
us there may be quiet disappointment; our hopes and expectations of for this 
time were not quite fulfilled. All our experiences of human interactions during 
such a holiday season, whether loving or stressfully difficult, takes some sorting 
through, I find. “What was that all about?” we may find ourselves asking. But it’s 
not just the human relationships that may leave us perplexed or simply filled with 
longing. If we’ve been paying attention, the Christmas narrative stirs our spiritual 
ponderings deep in our hearts. What does all this have to do with God and me, 
we might wonder. Is there a God and me? What difference does this make in my 
life? Our minds grapple theologically with what we have heard in the texts, the 
carols, and the liturgy through December. We try to make sense of this idea that 
God has become incarnate in Jesus. The light shines in the darkness and the 
darkness has not overcome it. What does this mean for me now? we ask 
ourselves. What does this mean for our church, now?  
 
 It has been said that “the Christmas Mystery has two parts: the Nativity 
and the Epiphany. “A deep instinct made the Church separate these two Feasts.  
In the first we commemorate God’s humble entrance into human life, the 
emergence and birth of the Holy (among us in a new way), and in the second its 
manifestation to the world, the revelation of the Supernatural made in that life.”  
So writes Evelyn Underhill, 20th century British contemplative writer and mystic 
(Advent with Evelyn Underhill, edited by Christopher L. Webber, p. 73). “…The 
two phases concern our inner lives very closely too,” continues Underhill. Or, put 
another way….we can’t have Christmas without Epiphany, the revealing or 
manifestation of Jesus to the world. It struck me as I read her words that you and 
I don’t get to have sweet baby Jesus for ourselves. Christian faith is not a private 
matter. All of this has to do with us being in the world in a totally different way.  
But what does this look like? 
 
 On Epiphany Sunday we hear again the Gospel writer Matthew’s account 
of the Magi who follow the star to Jesus’ birthplace. It’s interesting to me that 
what our predominant culture most often associates with Christmas is not really 



about God, but about human connectedness. “Home for the Holidays” is the 
pervasive advertising theme, with scenes of families and friends smiling and 
embracing, sharing festive foods and thoughtful gifts. And there is something 
very tender and poignant at the center of all this; the sense of hopefulness, or 
relief, in having loved ones gather together. The heart-warming sense that we 
feel loved and appreciated. There is something about Christmas, and winter 
celebrations in colder climates, which seem to trigger feelings about personal 
relationships with other humans. We may find ourselves pondering our ways in 
which we belong and feel separate from those around us.  
 
 But the season of Epiphany following Christmas helps put this kind of 
wondering in the broader perspective of God’s reality around and among us.  
Christmastime is bigger and deeper than us getting closer to family and friends, 
helping some local charities and having a cozy time of it. The story of the Magi, a 
Greek word for wise ones or astrologers, is a curious narrative that pulls us out of 
our private, familiar world. Matthew, the only Gospel writer to include the story, 
describes foreign, possibly Zoroastrian priestly star-gazers from the East, some 
1000 miles away in Persia, who bring odd baby gifts foretelling both a glorious 
and somber future for the newborn King. The cast of characters broadens as the 
magi encounter the wicked and desperate King Herod. A fawning puppet ruler 
indebted to the occupying Roman Emperial power, Herod is so fearful of a new 
rival in Jesus that he massacres all Jewish baby boys in a bloody attempt to stop 
Jesus’ purported rise to political power. Joseph and Mary receive the strange 
gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh, only to flee the scene after being warned in 
a dream of Herod’s malicious intent.   
 
 The author of this story, whoever he was, was not one of Jesus’ disciples.  
He lived and wrote much later in the first century to his Christian community that 
included many non-Jewish Gentiles. Biblical scholars have suggested that he 
included this story in an attempt to affirm to the early church that Jesus was 
connected to non-Jews. These people would have been viewed as newcomers, 
outsiders, since they had not been raised in Jesus’ tradition of Judaism. In his 
book about Jesus, the author Matthew was interested in showing how outsiders 
from another religion and culture fit into the Jewish Jesus’ story. I love how 
Evelyn Underhill describes the arrival of the wise men: “It is easy for (us church 
members),” she writes, “to join up with the Shepherds and fall in place around the 
manger and look out into the surrounding night.” She imagines us saying to each 
other: “Look at those (Magi), those extraordinary intellectuals wandering about 
after a star, with no religious sense at all! ...Look what (inappropriate) gifts and 
odd types of self-consecration they are bringing; not the sort of people who come 
to church!” The Magi are the outsiders and Underhill slyly nails our resistance to 
newcomers who are different from us. We talk about wanting church growth, 
bigger budgets and fuller pews, yet are often hesitant to share the life of the 
church with those who are different from us. With those who have different life 
experiences, love different sorts of people, or come closer to God through 
different kinds of music or worship expression. Because if these folks really got 



involved….our church might change. How are those who seem like outsiders 
welcomed, enfolded, given a voice in our life together, nurtured in the faith here?        
  
 As the Christmas season draws to a close, we hear the Gospel writer 
John’s words about Jesus one final time. Using poetic heart language, John 
spins a net of words that hold great mystery: Word, beginnings, the Word with 
God, creating all things, Light, Darkness. The Light coming into the world and 
changing human darkness. Could it be that Jesus is the spilling over of God’s 
inner self, God’s light and loving heart and eternal fellowship with the world?  
“The Word became flesh and lived among us.” This Christmas thing, this 
Incarnation God-with-us part, this has been going on since before Creation 
started. And because you and I are born, are part of Creation, it is all tangling up 
in us. Revealed in us.   

 
As we struggle to make sense of the Christmas mystery, I suggest we 

continue to soak in these stories. Tales of strangers bringing news of a newborn 
king. Poetry that attempts to describe the indescribable through speaking “side-
ways” about a possibility, a reality that our rational, logical, 21st century scientific-
leaning language will never fully explain. This possibility that we are all welcome 
into God’s embrace, even when we feel far off. We are all bathed in this Light, 
even as we encounter darkness in so much of our lives and the world around us.  
We are radiant in God’s presence, which is everywhere. We are created to reflect 
this Light out into the world. Let it shine, let it shine, let it shine! Amen. 
  

(Closing hymn:  “This Little Light of Mine” – piano and tambourine)   
 


