Now in our Baptism and Confirmation we too have had a life changing encounter with Jesus Christ; an encounter that has changed our lives throughout the rest of eternity…Read More….
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Throughout this weekend we celebrate the feast of the Epiphany; a feast which amongst other things reveals a difference between the western and the eastern traditions within the Catholic Church.  The western tradition which we belong too is very methodical and systematic in its approach. It tends to dissect things and break them up into little bits, and so within the western tradition we have separate and distinct feasts to celebrate Our Lord’s life and early ministry.  We have Christmas, the Epiphany,  andthe Marriage Feast at Cana with the Baptism of the Lord. All of these events, all of these feasts recall and spiritually re-create the earliest event of Our Lord’s life and mission.  In addition, for pastoral reasons, many regions in the western tradition tend to move the feast of the Epiphany to the nearest available Sunday rather than celebrating it on the ancient feast day which is the sixth of January, and that’s what’s happening throughout Australia over this weekend.  

Now on the other hand, the eastern tradition tends more to embrace the mystery rather than trying to dissect it into little bits.  Instead of celebrating Our Lord’s life in ministry in various little feasts, they roll all these celebrations together into one great feast and celebrate it on the sixth of January, the Epiphany of the Lord.  Along with Easter the celebration of the Epiphany is recognised as a major high point in the Eastern Liturgical Year.  But irrespective whether we come from a Western or an Eastern tradition in the Catholic Church, the feast of the Epiphany recalls that moment when the wise men came to pay homage to the infant Jesus. It’s an enigmatic incident in the life of Christ for so many reasons.  

Firstly, in the time of Jesus that expression ‘from the east’ designated some remote mysterious place. The very vagueness of the term adds to that air of remoteness and mystique.  In Australia - in our language here, we use a series of similar expressions. You’ve probably heard them all. “Way up whoop whoop; beyond the back of Bourke, up sticks, or from the bush”.  All of these modern Australian expressions refer vaguely to some far off place in much the same way as the expression from the east did in the time of Jesus.  It’s also interesting to note that it’s the number of the types of gifts that are mentioned.  We know there’s three: gold, frankincense and myrrh. What is not mentioned is how many gifts were offered - was it two jars of frankincense or only one?  Was the gold in bars, coins or in dust? And at the same time the number of gift givers or wise men is not mentioned.  But in common usage we tend to assume that there’s three wise men, in much the same way that we assume that the forbidden fruit from the tree was an apple or that St. Paul fell from his horse on the road to Damascus. 

 None of these exact details are explicitly mentioned in the scriptures but they have become such a part for common tradition that we just take them for granted. And just as a side note, a practical example of how common misinterpretation is - if you pay attention to how many times I fall into the usage, saying three wise men in the course of this homily.  Another point to consider is, depending on the translation of the scriptures that we use, the wise men will be referred to either as wise men, kings or Magi.  Now hold on a moment; Magi as in magicians; but the Jewish tradition within the Old Testament specifically speaks against such practices as being abhorrent in God’s sight. 

A faithful practicing Jew could have nothing to do with a practitioner of the magical arts such as foretelling the future, soothsaying, divination, astrology and so on. Even within the New Testament in which the Mosaic Law is fulfilled, such practices are not in accordance with Christian belief or life.  This isn’t an arbitrary law that is imposed by the authorities of the Church; such practices of divination are simply not harmonious with our Christian lives.  When we pray the Our Father, we ask that God will give us our daily bread. Now, in those simple words they’re both a petition and an act of trust. We are asking God to provide for our daily needs and we express our trust and confidence that He will do so.  So to then try and pull back the veil covering the future and peek in and try and hear and see what’s going to occur - that undermines the trust and confidence expressed when we pray those words in the Our Father.  

So if occult practices are abhorrent in both the Jewish and the Christian beliefs why then are these Magi present following the birth of Jesus Christ?  

The visit of the wise men is actually a powerful demonstration of everything that occurred in the Incarnation.  In the Incarnation God did not wait for us and the world to become perfect before He came amongst us.  He entered a world at a time of His own choosing irrespective of how flawed and imperfect that world was, and He came amongst us to show us a better way.  God came amongst us to show us the best way because Jesus Christ is the Way, the Truth and the Life. 

This understanding is powerfully betrayed in the example of the wise men.  The wise men were looking vainly up to the stars for a sign and so what did God do?  He gave them a sign; a sign from the very place where their attention was fixed God sent a star to guide the wise men.  The wise men then have an encounter with Jesus Christ, an encounter that changes their lives forever.  How do we know this?  Because in the Gospel it states that they returned to their own country by a different way. Physically this reference describes the wise men choosing different paths with which to go home and so avoid the wrath of Herod.  But from a spiritual point of view this line from the Gospel could refer to the wise men breaking from their old ways, breaking from the ways of the world after they had that encounter with Jesus Christ.  The wise men were no longer looking for truths among the stars. The wise men had paid homage to the one who is - the truth - and their experience of meeting Jesus Christ changed their lives forever.  In our Baptism and Confirmation we too have had a life changing encounter with Jesus Christ; an encounter that has changed our lives throughout the rest of eternity.

 And so with the celebration of the Epiphany this weekend and the celebration of the Baptism of the Lord on Monday, the Christmas season will draw to its conclusion for this year.  The Christmas season might be drawing to a close but what we have celebrated throughout Christmastide must and will continue to have a profound effect upon our lives throughout the year ahead, because in the incarnation we acknowledge and celebrate God’s love for all His people.  God loves and is calling each and every one of us to be with Him no matter what far off exotic land you come from or how far we have drifted away from His ways.  God’s will is for all people to come to knowledge of the truth and be saved.  And so strengthened through the celebration of word and sacrament may we be fitting witnesses to the power of God’s love throughout the year ahead and throughout all the years to come.

