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We are coming to the end of our Christmas season today. I don’t know about you, but this has always been rather a wistful time for me. The celebrating and reveling are coming to a close, and it’s time to take down the tree, put away the decorations, and go back to work or school or whatever else we have been preoccupied with before it all began. It’s back to Ordinary Time!

But as Spencer and I were discussing the scriptures for Epiphany over breakfast last week, we discovered that they are anything but ordinary. They in fact leave us with an afterglow, and a way forward as we take up our day to day lives again. Spencer confessed that he has always loved the story of the Magi, -the Wise Ones, - those mysterious folks who came from the East to find the Christ, and then departed by a different route. So, some of what I will share with you today we owe to my beloved husband.

What about this afterglow? First of all, in or first reading, Isaiah joyfully announces that the people, still in exile in Babylon, are to arise and shine for their light has come. Although it cannot yet be seen with the naked eye, nevertheless nations will come to the light of God’s Chosen, Isaiah insists, because King Cyrus of Babylon is offering the Israelites a new beginning by sending the exiles home to Jerusalem to rebuild their Temple. It is a time of hope and excitement. 


And Psalm 72 echoes the theme by indicating that the very setting foot on the land will speak of a time of peace – as Israel, God’s Anointed, starts anew, pledging to defend the poor and oppressed – to bring forth justice as a flower unfolds and blooms. It is a time of re-commitment.


And in Paul’s letter to the Ephesians, we are now hearing of something new - the extension of the opening of the circle of justice to those beyond Israel. But the real jewel in the crown is, as Spencer says, the story of the complex and mysterious characters known as the Magi. They are the capstone of the Christmas gospel of love because they represent the overall theme of radical inclusivity and radical justice that calls one and all to participate in the reign of God. The ALL includes those who had been dispersed in exile, those who are poor, the oppressed; also the Gentiles (those other nations, and former enemies). All of these are co-heirs with the Jews, and with those who live at the center of power. 


But what is so special about the Magi for us and for our understanding of the message of Epiphany? Who are the Magi? They are certainly not Jews, but rather Gentiles, and foreigners. They are certainly not poor or oppressed, and seemingly not exiles from their countries. They are in fact powerful men, although they are also outside of Israel. They are wise, and they seek the Anointed One whom they have come to expect. In some ways they are advantaged; in others, you might say they are disadvantaged in their quest which they are carrying out in the Jewish world of King Herod. “We observed his star at its rising, and have come to pay homage,” they state. Because they are wise, they are able to read the Jewish king’s intentions. He is a king and they are powerful rulers as well. Nonetheless, they defy the powerful Jewish king. They push beyond being members of the class at the center of power, and are able to make common cause with those rejected by Israel’s powerful. In 19th century France or England, they would have been known as déclassés! 

I recently read a fascinating book called Reading the Bible from the Margins, by a Cuban-American Baptist pastor named Miguel de la Torre. In this book, the author addresses the issue of how difficult it is to understand the message of the scriptures from outside of one’s own culture or class in society. Those who belong to any dominant culture - (whether white, male, straight…) – will tend to interpret any passage in a way that is not threatening to his or her own way of seeing things. Those at the center of power, says de la Torre, can include not just the very wealthy, but also the middle class –who also benefit from the privileges that derive from belonging to the dominant race, religion or gender. It is not enough, he says, for people like us to have the intention to stand with those who are discriminated against and oppressed. We must also to find ways to take action together with them in order to bring justice. We in fact need to read the Bible from the vantage point of the margins, from the standpoint of those who are prevented from having power over their own lives because they are marginalized. We need to be familiar with the lives of those on the margins in real terms.

We all belong to many groups in society. We are men and women; rich or middle class or poor; black or white, brown, red or yellow; gay or straight or transgender, etc. Most of us belong to some groups which are privileged, and some which are marginalized. De la Torre describes himself as being privileged as a white middle class male (although he says that some do not consider him as white simply because his background is Hispanic!). In any case, those who are privileged are challenged to go beyond seeing themselves and their situations in life as normative, and to read the scriptures from the vantage point of those whose experience of power is different. We are called to be compassionate, to place ourselves in the position of those who are at the margins.

Father Michael Crosby, a Franciscan New Testament scholar, talks about three stumbling blocks to compassion. The first is that we do not see beyond our self, our group or the collective to which we belong. The second is that our hearts are not moved because our consciousness is saturated with sights of poverty and violence, and also fear of what the cost of our involvement might be. The third is an inertia regarding action out of fear of rejection or failure, and a fourth might be a sense of smallness which says that one person cannot make a difference. 


These are formidable obstacles to action. Might I suggest that perhaps the Magi can be an inspiration to us in our efforts to transcend our fears and our inertia. The Magi were people who were outsiders, but were also rich and privileged. They came from afar, having seen the light of a star to seek the Holy Child. They knew themselves to be on a journey that might take a while and whose final destination they could not know; but they trusted the light of the star, and they found the Source of All Wisdom at the margins. They were converted. Their lives were changed forever, and, as Spencer said, to me, their journey continued, but they continued by a different route.


We too are called to conversion. We too are often asked to consider taking a different route – to be open to detours and adjustments to our worldview. In 2015, our world is still mired in division, tribalism, zero-sum economics and politics. Our challenge is to continue to seek the Source of All Wisdom as we learn to grasp and live out the gospel message of Epiphany - that radical inclusivity – in our own time and our own place.
