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The Epiphany

I grew up in Parker, Colorado, about 20 miles south east of Denver.  There were all sorts of great sites to see and things to do – the Air Force Academy was just down I 25 with its beautiful vistas and amazing chapel.  Garden of the Gods with its red stone rock formations.  Pikes Peak wasn’t too far.  The Denver Zoo, the Molly Brown House and a host of small mountain towns were all worth a visit.  But we only went when we had company.  The same thing can happen here in Chicago.  We wait until company comes before we visit the Museum of Science and Industry or the Field Museum.  Company has to visit before we roam around Grant Park and look at our reflection in the Bean.  We seem to be indifferent to the sites that are around us.
The same thing seems to be happening here with Herod and his scribes and Chief Priests.  They don’t even notice a new star that brings news.  They don’t have any idea what is happening just 9 miles down the road from Jerusalem in Bethlehem.  
It’s easy to discount any similarity we would have to Herod and his cronies.  Herod, backed by the conquering super power Rome, had established himself as King of Judea by a military conquest of his “own” people.  The populace, who wanted a Jewish king not under the Romans’ thumb, resented him.  Though his building programs made Jerusalem a beautiful city he was a cruel despot.  Just after this story Herod slaughtered the children of Bethlehem in an attempt to rid himself of a rival king.  

We are not as bad as Herod.  But we can be as oblivious.  We can ignore the wonder of what has been given to us through our faith tradition.  We get comfortable with what we have found or what we were raised in so we stop looking.  That’s the difference, right, between the Magi and us?  They keep looking.  William Sloane Coffin, one of the great preachers of the 20th century, preached a lot on this visit of the magi.  In his sermon, “The Tooth that Nibbles at the Soul” (great title1) on this same text, he wrote, “I can understand people who find the idea of joining a church infinitely resistible. (In a world already too full of restrictions, who needs a cramped version of Christianity?)  I can understand people who doubt the quality of the bread. (When people say they don’t believe in God and you ask them to describe the God they don’t believe in, they generally describe an omnipotent, loveless God you wouldn’t believe in either.)  What I cannot understand is kidding yourself that you are not hungry.  Isn’t life more than a brief transition between two oblivions?”  These Magi knew that they were hungry.

 We could chalk it up to them being stargazers, but it’s more than that, isn’t it?  They could have noted star at its rising, made a note in their journal and then gone back to bed, but they set out on a journey.
The journey is obvious in this painting.  They are clearly on a road; they are carrying bags and satchels.  They keep looking at the stars, consulting their maps.  There is intentionality here.  They are on a quest, a pilgrimage.
Santiago de Compostela, in the Northwest corner of Spain, is the location where St. James’ remains are said to be buried.  According to tradition, after St. James was martyred in Jerusalem in 44CE, his body was put on a boat by his disciples and guided by angels to northwest Spain in just seven days.  Here the disciples buried St. James.  In the year 813, a star guided a Galician hermit to the site of St. James’ remains in the countryside—hence the Spanish name Compostela, or “star country.”  Eventually, a cathedral was built marking the site and pilgrims walk to Santiago de Compostela from all over Europe.  Author Nicholas Shrady, in Sacred Road: Adventures from the Pilgrimage Trail, writes of his experience walking the pilgrimage route to Santiago de Compostela:  “Never had I previously felt so near to the Absolute as when I was bound to a sacred path, not in any church, confessional, or moment of silent prayer.  As I progressed toward Santiago, I came to regard the conventional world from which I was at least temporarily removed as chaotic and aimless; the world of the pilgrimage in contrast, was, despite often precarious conditions, marked by a purity of focus.  I found the way strewn with subtle epiphanies and that, I realized was miraculous enough.”

I’ve been to Santiago de Compostela.  It was beautiful.  I ate Octopus, toured the cathedral.  We even caught part of a wedding.  We even saw a bride a groom come out of one of the cathedral’s chapels and the photographer who saw us taking a picture of the bridal party, turned and took a picture of us.  So somewhere my college friends and I are in some couple’s wedding album.  It was a great weekend trip during my junior year in Spain.  But it wasn’t particularly spiritual.  Spiritual isn’t about the place, or the external experience.  It’s all about the purity of focus, the attention to the search.  It’s about knowing that you are hungry and looking for something more.

William Sloane Coffin, in a different sermon on this same text writes of the star, “And what of the image of the star, God’s sign set high in the mystery of the night sky over Bethlehem?  Doesn’t it beckon to our deepest longing, which is a longing not for mother or father, or lover, or grocer, or doctor, but for a savior—a longing that finally can be answered only from beyond our earth?  Yet a sign is only a sign, and the choice remains ours to journey towards it or to stay stuck wherever we are.”

There is something exotic about these Magi in Swanson’s painting.  He has included details that make us stop and take notice – like a peacock and another exotic bird.  But there is also something very normal about them.  They have help along the way and even have dogs traveling with them.

In John August Swanson’s interpretation of this painting we don’t see the gifts that the text says the Magi bring.  We don’t see the gold, frankincense and myrrh.  All they bring is themselves.  They discovered the star in the midst of their daily work.  They responded by bringing themselves to worship the Christ.  What made the difference was that they were looking for something more.  Our own journeys do not need to take us out of town, but they will take us out of ourselves.  They will require a change.
Herod was hostile to the news of Jesus.  Apparently the last thing a luxury ridden, power hungry person wants is news of a savior.  To receive a savior you have to know you need something beyond yourself to bring meaning and purpose.  To receive a savior means acknowledging that something in you life needs to change.

The chief priests and the scribes were indifferent.  No more surprising than Herod’s reaction, but certainly more disappointing.  After realizing that the Magi came with news that one of their prophecies had been fulfilled, instead of going with them the six miles to Bethlehem to see the fulfillment of God’s promise, they stick with their books.  

Coffin reminds us that that we have the same fundamental choice before us:  “with Herod and the urbane Jerusalemites we can choose to be hostile to Christ; with the chief priests and scribes we can choose to be indifferent to him, to be devoted, shall we say, to the church but not to Christ; or with the wise men we can choose to fall on our knees and worship, offering Christ our hearts’ best treasures.”

