Be Light!
Isaiah 60: 1-6

Psalm 72: 1-2, 7-8, 10-13
Ephesians 3: 2-3a, 5-6

Matthew 2: 1-12


Very recently – in fact, just before Christmas, we passed through the winter solstice – the shortest day of the year. The good news is we will now enjoy a little more light each day. Christmas itself is indeed a festival of lights. Trees are brought into homes and made radiant with brilliant lights; yards are also illumined. In other ways too our lives are aglow with light. Often, families are reunited; bonds of love and friendship are strengthened; and memories are shared while new ones are brought to birth. This year, the Johnson family had the great joy of celebrating the marriage of Spencer Johnson V and Allison Ridgeway Johnson, just five days ago. These events of grace truly light up our lives.


Today we celebrate the twelfth day of Christmas, Epiphany – a showing forth of the Christ-light to all the world. This feast often brings a smile to my lips as I recall my neighbor, Epiphania, when I lived in Athens Greece nearly forty years ago. I remember Epiphania solemnly telling me that it was because of the Greeks that the light of Christ came to the rest of the people of Europe. St. Paul, she insisted, had told the Ephesians that they too received the same promise of light and life in Christ that had been given to the Jews, and it was they, the Greeks, who had shared this promise with the rest of us. My neighbor was proud of the role of the Greeks in bringing the light of Christ to the nations. But of what light do we speak?

The readings for today speak of two kinds of light – the literal light of a star, and the light that is hope. Isaiah promises a light full of hope. Jerusalem had been through terrible destruction and forced migration, and was at the time in which Isaiah was prophesying in desperate need of rebuilding. This, tragically, is a situation that has repeated itself over and over again in countless times and places down through the ages. It reoccurs every time our institutions fail us – be it in the form of Naziism, militarism, terrorism, unbridled individualism or violence and domination of any sort. We know this desperation all too well in our own time and place, and are currently suffering its scourge afresh in the aftermath of the lethal attacks in Paris, France, in Nigeria and in Mali just weeks ago. Yet, in spite of the devastation, the prophet Isaiah proclaims to Israel that the darkness of despair has been lifted, and a new day of restoration has dawned, because the light has come at last! As people of God, we too are asked to take heart.

Shifting to the New Testament readings, we see that the whole message of Christmas is one of light and hope – and Epiphany is the culmination of that celebration because it declares that the light is universal; it is meant for everyone. In the gospel reading, the Magi are led to the child by the light of a star. Matthew tells us that when King Herod heard about this, he was perturbed. He was upset. He was full of fear. It is implied that Herod was jealously guarding his power; he was unwilling to share power, and therefore, sought to destroy the child. Herod was not secure in his power and control; therefore, he used violence in search of security – blocking out the light, even attempting to extinguish it. 

Whether this star that the Magi followed was an actual celestial phenomenon, as a literal reading of the narrative would suggest, or a metaphor for some other kind of enlightenment, the message is the same. It was by divine guidance that the Magi found the child. It was also by divine guidance that they knew not to return to Herod with the news.  The light which led them was the goodness, the compassion, the loving kindness of God.

The literal or children’s version of this gospel story is well known to us all. But the adult version – the metaphoric version – contains the real challenge. The adult version maintains that God and God’s way – not the social and political structures of the day, no –God alone - is the source of our light – and consequently, of our hope. The adult version teaches us that no amount of “security measures” can suffice to give us peace. It teaches us that openness and humility (the roots of listening and dialogue) are essential if we are to read effectively the “signs of the times” as the Magi are shown to do. The adult version insists that when we discover the “promised one,” we must be willing to offer him all that we have – all that we are, placing ourselves at the service of sharing the light. 



The light has come, and we are all invited to live in it. The incarnation indeed illumines us all, so that through us, as my friend Epiphania would agree, God can turn on the light for others – as did one woman in Paris, who faced her assailant with the words “I love you, and lived to tell the tale! 

The Light gives us courage to move past our fears, so that through openness, we can also have the joy of experiencing the light of God already present in others in many splendid varied ways! As diverse people, all loved by  God, we can experience ourselves as truly interconnected and interdependent. 

As for peace on earth? Psalm 72, today’s psalm, has something to say about that. It implores God to endow our leaders with judgment and justice, adding the following:  “For they will rescue the poor when they cry out, and the afflicted when they have no one to help them…They will have pity on the lowly and the poor…the lives of the poor (and I might add, the powerless), they will save. Peace on earth? Yes – but not through guns and domination; rather, only through dialogue, compassion and uncovering God’s presence –God’s epiphany – in every person and in all of creation. We as well as our leaders bear the responsibility.  Let us will to see the light. Indeed, let us be light!

