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Today we hear the last of the infancy narratives used in the liturgies of the Christmas season. In pre-Vatican II ties, the liturgical end of Christmas was February 2, known as Candlemas, or the Feast of the Purification. You may even remember that was the day all the candles used in the church throughout the year were blessed.

Matthew and Luke the only two gospel writers with infancy stories drew on Jewish prophecies, secular stories and even pagan ideas to point to Jesus as God’s Messiah.

In the gospel of Midnight Mass, we know the shepherds were the first to come visit the stable.  Shepherds were people mostly men, not very highly thought of. The worked with animals, ate with them, slept with them and pretty much smelled like them. They were folks on the edge of society. Some were thought of as thieves and as a class of people they were generally despised. They were the first to recognize Jesus as God-with-us.
In Matthew’s gospel, the second visitors were the magi.  Stargazers, semi-magicians, this was another group of folks not held in high regard. The Book of Exodus, Chapter 22 suggests “they should be killed on sight.” They are sorcerers, not kings and not wise. In the Greek text, they are called muh-goy; when the verse was translated into Latin, they became magi. That word means kings and wisemen. It is here the tradition originates we have come to know them as wealthy and wise gift-bearers seeking the new king.

Epiphany is coming to a clear understanding of a truth that was previously unknown or not see before. St. Paul had an epiphany.  In the second reading he tells the Church at Ephesus they must accept gentiles as members of the Body of Christ. Jews did not mix with Gentiles as a rule.  Jesus came along and not only mixed with Gentiles, he ate with them, healed them, and spoke with them. And not only men but with women too. Jesus actions were an epiphany to his followers. Outsiders were treated with the same respect as family and as his disciples.
During Jesus’ lifetime there was oppression, violence and inequality.  It was evident in society and with religious and civic leaders. Jesus saw through that pain and preached the good new that the reign of God was there in their midst. Jesus didn’t just preach that news, he lived it. He treated everyone as a child of God and part of God’s family. As followers of Jesus, we are called to be acting in the same way. That means we reach out to anyone who feels they have been pushed away, we welcome them and draw them back into the circle of God’s family. As children of the light, our task is to take down all the barriers that separate us. We build bridges, not walls.
We look for peace. We work for peace. We sing let peace begin with me. In our own time there is so much violence, so much killing, so much pain and suffering, so much inequality and yet, we continue our quest for peace.

Peace is not a mystery, not a secret hidden from us.  We know exactly how to make it happen.  It happens when we accept people who are different, who are other. You know them: strangers or neighbors, white, brown, or black, Jewish, Protestant, Muslim, Catholic, refugee, citizen, migrant, immigrant, hyper-partisan, or disinterested observer, liberal or conservative.
We make peace when we welcome each of them, we accept each of them, we love with God’s love all of them. 
We make peace when we help at a food pantry or clothing drive. When we contribute time or money to a charity. It matters when we write a letter to the editor or an elected official.  It happens when we “check in” on a person who lives alone.  It happens when we pray to be peacemakers ourselves.

Whenever we open our eyes and our hearts to the many manifestations of God-with-us, we too embrace the baby in the manger and we step into the reign of God.

The words of Isaiah will resound with truth:

Arise and shine for your light has come; above you our God now rises;
Your heart will thrill and rejoice; everyone will sing the praise of our God.

Can there be a better way to begin the new year of 2021?
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