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Epiphany 2013 

Today I want to approach the feast of Epiphany by asking the question “Who is invited 

and who belongs?”  It’s a big question and it’s a difficult question, I know, and it’s one 

that Christians and our ancestors in the faith, the Jews, have struggled with for 

millennia.  If God has called to himself a “particular people”, a “peculiar people”, a 

“people set apart”- and this is the affirmation of both the Hebrew Scriptures and the 

Christian New Testament, what do we do with those “on the outside”, so to speak?  

How do we understand them?   This question has been hard for us, and we, like the 

ancient Jews, have answered it in different ways across the centuries.   

Brian McLaren has quite rightly pointed out (and here’s a plug for our upcoming parish 

retreat at the beginning of February which is based on one of McLaren’s books), Brian 

McLaren has rightly pointed out that often the stronger our Christian identity has been, 

the nastier, the more closed, the more exclusivist we have become.   When our 

Christian identity weakens and wanes, on the other hand, then the more open and more 

tolerant we tend to be.  This dichotomy is what we seem to be witnessing right now in 

large sections of the Catholic Church.  But are these really the only two options 

available to  us- either strong, nasty, intolerant Christianity or weak, tasteless, watered 

down, but open Christianity?  The question is inherent in the Epiphany narrative that we 

heard today.  The story by Matthew the gospel-writer centers on the visit to the new-

born “king of the Jews” of pagan astrologers.   

Now to really get Matthew’s point, we do need to remember something about ancient 

Jewish attitudes to non- Jews.  During the later Second Temple period within Judaism- 
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and this is the period in which Jesus lived and the gospels were by and large written- 

during this period a sharp distinction and a barrier of separation was erected between 

Jews and gentiles- a distinction and a barrier that we Christians then latter on simply 

copied and imposed with regard to ourselves and everyone else who was not Christian.  

The prohibition of marriage, which in the Bible was limited to the seven Canaanite 

nations was extended to include all non-Jews; the acceptance of monotheism was 

made the distinguishing mark of the Jew; Jews regarded themselves as having 

completely discarded the idolatry of the non-Jew.  The low moral, social, and ethical 

standards of the surrounding gentiles were continuously emphasized, and social contact 

with them was regarded as being a pernicious social and moral influence. As a result, 

during this period the world was regarded as divided into the Jewish people- the people 

of God- and the "nations of the world," into Jews and idolaters.  Idolaters were literally 

"worshiper of stars and planets", in other words, exactly the kind of people who in 

Matthew’s story came to fall down in adoration and worship before the Christ Child. 

 

So why did Matthew include these “idolaters”  in his narrative, without any sign or 

suggestion of their conversion, without any indication that they were now on the way to 

becoming pious monotheists or believers in Jesus.  There is none of that in Matthew’s 

story.  The pagan astrologers come.  They bring gifts.  They prostrate themselves in 

adoration.  And they go back home.  Given our later proclivity to create really sharp 

religious boundaries, this narrative in the gospel is odd.  And yet Matthew was 

undoubtedly trying to make a point.  
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One important aspect of Jewish attitudes toward Gentiles was the expectation, or hope, 

that at the end of history God would convert the Gentiles to the faith of Israel.  We heard 

that in today’s first reading from Isaiah:  “Rise up in splendor, Jerusalem! Your light has 

come, the glory of the Lord shines upon you. See, darkness covers the earth, and thick 

clouds cover the peoples; but upon you the LORD shines, and over you appears his 

glory. Nations shall walk by your light, and kings by your shining radiance. Raise your 

eyes and look about; they all gather and come to you”.   The writer of the Old Testament 

book of Tobit had written something similar, “A bright light will shine to all the ends of 

the earth; many nations will come to you from far away, the inhabitants of the remotest 

parts of the earth to your holy name, bearing gifts in their hands for the King of heaven”.  

 

Matthew was playing off the Jewish hope and expectation found in texts like those from 

Isaiah and Tobit as he wrote his account of the Good News, but with a twist that is 

embedded in all the gospels one way or another- the twist that this “King of heaven”, 

who is now found on earth, deals with people somewhat differently than had been 

expected.   The non-conversion of the Magi in the story can stick in our craw when we 

have a strong but very boundaried understanding of how God works, while Matthew’s 

insistence that this particular child is indeed the “king of heaven” can stick in our craw 

when our Christian identity has been weakened and watered down.   

 

So what is Matthew trying to tell us by combining both a strong sense of the particularity 

of Jesus- he is not just one teacher or one good rabbi or one god among many- while at 

the same time Matthew celebrates the presence of these unconverted heathen 
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astrologers and thereby by-passes the long-standing division between “God’s people” 

and everyone else?  Something new and mysterious seems to have happened with the 

coming of Jesus!  But what is this “mystery” that the writer to the Ephesians spoke 

about in today’s second reading?  If Christianity is not simply about God creating 

another but bigger club where the boundary between those on the inside and those on 

the outside is just as clear and solid as in ancient Judaism- and sometimes we 

Christians have acted as if that is what the Church is about- then what is the newness 

that Christ has brought? 

 

St Paul wrote one of the truly most radical things in the entire New Testament.  He 

wrote that God has already reconciled us to himself through Christ and has given us the 

work of handing on this reconciliation, that God was in Christ reconciling the world to 

himself, not holding our faults against us- no matter who we are- and God has entrusted 

us with this message of reconciliation (II Cor. 5:18-20).   The reconciliation has already 

happened. This is the end of religion as we knew it!  No more trying to earn God’s favor. 

No more division between those on the inside and those on the outside.  No more good 

guys and bad guys.  No more pure and impure.  God, St. Paul tells us, has made “him 

to be sin who knew no sin- Christ- so that in him we might become the righteousness of 

God”.  All the barriers between us and God and between us and one another have been 

broken through.  As far as God is concerned, the reconciliation has already happened.  

Christian faith is simply recognizing that God has used Jesus to break the boundary 

between God’s goodness and the entire human family.  The Good News that we 

announce is the accomplished work of reconciliation and the invitation to all of humanity 
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to live no longer as enemies of God or enemies of one another.  As long as we see and 

treat anyone else as an enemy, as a stranger, as an outsider, we have not yet heard 

and accepted the Good News. 

 

Jesus lived and treated other people in a way that enacted reconciliation.  He invited 

people into God’s hospitality and into the accomplished peace.   His was a risky, 

prophetic hospitality that welcomed and included the unprepared, the unclean, the 

godless and undeserving, the impure and the unworthy, the alienated- all of us.  Isn’t 

that, then, what we are called to do as the community of Jesus’ disciples- to live as a 

people who know ourselves to be reconciled, to be at peace with both God and one 

another, who no longer are at war with anyone, even those who may see us as their 

enemies.  And isn’t this what Matthew was saying with his story about the dirty pagan 

worshippers of the stars and planets who came to the new-born King of heaven lying 

helplessly in his own dirty little stable.  “Welcome,” Matthew was saying, “you will in 

nowise be turned away”. 

The first and the most serious charge laid against Jesus, the “King of heaven”,  was 

“This guy welcomes sinners and eats with them”.  This is the accusation that should be 

made against all Christians and against the Church when we are most like Jesus.  So 

now let us now go the Table of reconciliation and hear once again those wonderful 

words of the Eucharistic Prayer:  

You, therefore, almighty Father, we bless through Jesus Christ your Son, who comes 

in your name. He himself is the Word that brings salvation, the hand you extend to 

sinners, the way by which your peace is offered to us. When we ourselves had turned 

away from you on account of our sins, you brought us back to be reconciled, O Lord, 
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so that, converted at last to you, we might love one another through your Son, whom 

for our sake you handed over to death. 

And now, celebrating the reconciliation Christ has brought us, we entreat you: 

sanctify these gifts by the outpouring of your Spirit, that they may become the Body 

and + Blood of your Son, whose command we fulfill when we celebrate these 

mysteries. 

Let us now celebrate the feast, the meal, the sacrifice of divine hospitality, so that we 

then can be sent out to be witnesses and ambassadors of God’s peace and 

reconciliation and hospitality to this world. 

   

 


