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The celebration of the Epiphany – the showing-forth of Emmanuel to the nations – is 

one of the key moments of the Christmas season, though in our English culture it doesn’t 

feel like that. In some countries its importance is marked by the Kings being the bearers of 

presents to Children: today happens to be the 65th bithday of one of my much-loved friends 

since childhood, half-Belgian-and-half-English, who as a boy used to cross the Channel at 

this time of year and cash in twice. 

The Nativity itself, Christmas itself, might have been seen simply as a family feast for 

God’s first people – the coming of “the promised one of Israel’s’ story”. But the Epiphany 

blows apart that potential cosiness: what is happening reaches beyond the confines of 

Bethlehem, beyond the borders of Israel. It requires a new understanding of what it means 

to be a child of God. 

That we are here at all today reflects that new understanding, because in the 

Christmas story we are not in the first cosy inside circle: we are with the Kings – those who 

had been outsiders, “pagans”, but who are now included among “the people in whom God 

delights”. That’s true of all of us, as it is true of all Christians: the Epiphany is where the 

breaking down of barriers promised by the prophets really begins. 

For some of us this evening (regulars at the Soho Masses), there might be a sense 

of irony in celebrating a feast of inclusion when we are coping with the decisions made by 

our Archbishop regarding the “Soho Mass”. The “breaking down of barriers” may feel 

precisely where we are not at. But let me invite us all to listen to what the scriptures might 

tell us about today’s feast, and so to let the Spirit of God work in our hearts, the Spirit who 

is always God’s love and God’s truth, present and working here today, in our real situation. 

At the end of last year, Pope Benedict brought out the third of his books  about 

Jesus. In 130 pages or so, Benedict reflects on the Infancy Narratives, bringing to bear a 

discerning and scholarly eye, or, as the Daily Mail put it: 

“Pontiff busts myths! Killjoy Pope crushes Christmas nativity traditions: New 
Jesus book reveals there were no donkeys beside crib, no lowing oxen and definitely 
no carols” 

  
What the Pope does do, with regard to today’s feast, is read the text in Matthew and ask 

some shrewd and sensitive questions about who might these three men be? They were not 

just astronomers, he says:  

‘They were “wise”… In a way they are the successors of Abraham, who set off 
on a journey in response to God’s call. In another way they are the successors of 
Socrates and his habit of questioning above and beyond conventional religion toward 
the higher truth. In this sense, these figures are forerunners, preparers of the way, 
seekers after truth, such as we find in every age.” 



 
So “Spoilsport Pope kills off camels!!”, as the Mail might have said, and Benedict 

instead points us to where we might find ourselves and our contemporaries in this bit of 

the Christmas story, in these seekers after truth responding to God’s call and questioning 

above and beyond conventional religion toward the higher truth. 

We need, perhaps, to remind ourselves that the Pope was saying nothing really new, 

(let alone anything unorthodox!) The capacity for the great celebrations of the Church to 

pick up trimmings that originate other than in the scriptures is well-known and well-

understood. In fact, in a way, we might see this as in itself something which we celebrate 

today: the way in which the Good News of the Gospel of Jesus Christ is no respecter of 

boundaries. To push the point: we claim the title “Catholic” – universal – so this universal 

reach ought to be something of which we are proud. The God who is always Immanuel, 

God in our midst, reveals God’s presence in all sports of ways, “churchy” and non-

“churchy”, to help us to hear and to celebrate the fullness of the truth – a fullness which 

can still take us by surprise. 

Today’s scripture readings point us to that truth. God’s saving work reaches across 

all our expectations. God’s power breaks down all our barriers. God’s love includes all 

peoples.  

Isaiah saw that, and gave it graphic image in the passage we heard in our first 

reading, as he speaks to Jerusalem, the Holy City:

The nations come to your light  
…Lift up your eyes and look round: 
…all are assembling and coming towards you, 
your sons from far away 
and your daughters being tenderly carried. 

It’s a wonderful vision – just think what a film-director like Peter Jackson of the Lord 

of the Rings could make of it!  But what we need to catch and hold onto is that this is an 

all-inclusive vision – the future towards which God’s plans reach out is a future for all 

people, not just for God’s first chosen people.   

And if we are still a bit hesitant, then in the second reading St Paul spells it out. If 

Isaiah was speaking to the Holy City, Paul is speaking primarily to those who saw 

themselves as members of that first chosen people, and wants them to be clear just how 

earth-shattering is what is now visible: 

This that has now been revealed through the Spirit to his holy apostles and 
prophets was unknown to any men in past generations; it means that pagans now 
share the same inheritance, that they are parts of the same body, and that the same 
promise has been made to them, in Jesus Christ, through the gospel. 
And if, in listening to Isaiah, we need to catch the all-inclusive – ‘catholic’ – reach of 

God’s plans, so in listening to St Paul, we need to catch the reference to “the pagans” – the 

Gentiles – the goyim: because that’s us. The all-inclusiveness is important to us because it 

includes us.  



So the details of the Gospel story that we have just heard read belong in a setting 

where the followers of Jesus were recognising this all-embracing reach of God’s love. You 

didn’t have to be a Jew to be within the compass of God’s saving and transforming work: 

God’s love-at-work, God’s grace, is available to all.  

So you can arrive from a different country, come as a foreigner, come as a pagan, 

come with a way of living, come with a “lifestyle” that maybe seems far too different and 

“other”: you can come into the presence of Jesus, and know that that is where you belong.   

So you can find your way to Jesus without having studied the Torah and the 

Prophets, without having got to grips with all that the religious authorities have codified 

and set down: you can be a seeker after truth, an asker of questions; you can follow a star 

and be led to the right place – the place where Jesus is waiting for you to discover him in 

your life: not somewhere at the end of a distant journey, but right there in your own life, 

which is at once the strangest and the most familiar place of all. 

So with the Kings we can bring our own true gifts – however strange and exotic, (or 

even, according to some, downright out-of-place and inappropriate) – and know that God 

(who is the giver of all true gifts, including the ‘inappropriate’ ones) receives and accepts 

and uses our gifts as what they have always been, channels of God’s graceful love. 

And with the Kings we know that life does not consist in staying by the manger of 

Bethlehem. Today those of us who have been participants in the Soho Masses are being 

asked by Archbishop Vincent to move into a new phase of celebrating God’s gifts and God’s 

loving acceptance in our lives. Particularly if we have heard about this via the media or via 

blogs, this may feel like another rejection or exclusion, clean counter to the inclusive 

acceptance we celebrate in today’s feast. 

So let me offer in conclusion, in addition to the reflections on the scriptures to which 

you have listened so generously (and patiently!), one personal belief, and one positive 

thought inspired by the new translation of the Mass, (not a frequent event in my life!). 

One very personal belief: Archbishop Vincent, in making the decisions he has made, 

is doing the very best he sees possible in the real world in which we live and operate. 

One liturgically-inspired thought (if we can use the word ‘liturgy’ about the new 

translation): we may be hearing an “Ite, missa est”. But let us allow the Spirit of God so to 

work in us that we can translate that not as “The Mass is ended” but as “Go forth, 

glorifying God by your lives – however some people describe those lives!” 

 


