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Isaiah 60: 1-6    Ps. 72: 1-2, 7-8, 10-13
  Ephes. 3: 2-3a, 5-6   Mt. 2: 1-12


When we were children, it was awesome to look forward to Epiphany. It was the feast of the Three Kings, our last hurrah at Christmas, when  the Baby Jesus was discovered by some very important people from the larger world – the world beyond the village of Bethlehem and the country of Israel. Epiphany meant God was opening up the good news of the Savior’s coming to everyone in the world. Not only the Jewish people, but all of humanity , who were invited to be included in God’s loving gift. In the words of the prophet, Isaiah, which we heard today, “all of the nations will come to your light!” And the Gentiles, as we heard in our Ephesians text, will be co-heirs with the Jews of the Promise – members together with them of the community of the Messiah. 

It was a warm and fuzzy message to me s  child. It spoke to me of unity and joy, of safety and security and love. But this year, as I was preparing to preach this homily, in light of what is going on in our world, I experienced a different, more unsettling message from today’s gospel reading. As I contemplated today’s gospel, I was overwhelmed by the ominousness of the text. The visit of the Magi occurs within the context of the reign of Herod the Great in Judea where Jesus was born. Herod was a puppet king  installed by the Roman Empire specifically to keep the subjected Jewish people under control. Herod’s was literally a reign of domination, violence and terror. In this passage, we have a portrait of the lengths to which such a dominator government will go to maintain its control over people. Once aware of the mission of the Magi, Herod consults with all of the priests and religious scholars in order to pinpoint the location of this Child that he perceives as a threat to his and Rome’s dominance! 
Now, fast forwarding to our own day and our very own country, do we not see similar things happening? Do we not see the forces of exclusion, and the forces of tribalism which fear loss of power and control operating in our own country – even to the point where children are perceived as a dire threat and are even left to die in deserts or are gunned down in schools? Indeed, we are living in an era of guns if not swords; an era where climate change and terror-induced migration to a supposed place of safety turns into a lethal journey. 

The Rev. Joy Carroll Wallis, the first woman priest ordained in the Church of England, has spoken often of Herod. “We Christians,” she says, “like to talk about putting Christ back into Christmas, but let’s not forget to put Herod back into Christmas too. Our world is both full of the violence of Herod, and full of the love of Christ. Our job as people of faith is to keep singing of joy even in the face of the court of Herod.” 
The journey of the Holy Family into Egypt was none other than a terror-induced escape from  a murderous king. The Holy Family was a refugee family.  They were homeless and needed to reach safety. The Magi had the wisdom to read the heart of Herod (as they had read the stars in order to find Jesus), and to return to their home countries by another route, avoiding complicity with Herod’s murderous plans. The actions of Herod remind us that Jesus didn’t enter a world such as we imagined as children, of sparkly Christmas cards and warm spiritual sentiment. Jesus entered then and enters now a world of real pain , of serious dysfunction, a world of brokenness and political oppression.  His and his family’s story is the story of every person and family  dealing with pain and poverty, fear and violence. 
As the people of God, the followers of Jesus, what are we called to do in the face of the reign of Herod in our time and place? Like the Magi, I would say, we are called to read the signs of the times. And we are called to be discerning in how we respond to the signs, and how we respond to the variety of voices that we hear (including the voice of Herod!) We must practice the kind of Christianity that doesn’t just send thoughts and prayers in the midst of gun violence, but rather the kind of faith that moves our feet toward action. That is what our faith is about. Transforming. Birth into death into birth. Violence and grief into justice and joy. Then our Christmas story, our Epiphany story can be experienced as truly powerful – not in spite of the reality of violence, but because of it - and our willingness to play our part in bringing light from darkness.
Amen.

