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During my years at Loyola College, every year we would celebrate Maryland Day on March 25.  The day commemorates the landing of Lord Baltimore and other Catholic colonists – including an English Jesuit, Fr. Andrew White – on that date in 1634.  Anyway, the hope and intent of the College administration was that the celebration would involve the entire campus community, and all were certainly invited; but inevitably, very few students would attend.  Something about the way in which the Development office organized the days’ events – call it a certain formality, perhaps – somehow left students feeling: “That’s not for us.”


God did not make the same miscalculation in planning the Incarnation of his only begotten Son.  In his infinite wisdom, God realized that if Jesus was born into human royalty, or even into wealth and power, the poor and the marginalized might easily conclude, “He’s not for us.”  Thus, as we have seen in various ways over the past 10 days or so, he was born to a humble carpenter and an ordinary young Jewish woman who lived in an obscure Galilean town.  Jesus’ first home was a stable, his first bed an animals’ feedbox filled with hay.  His first non-family visitors were rustic shepherds, summoned directly from the fields by angelic messengers.

Only today, with the feast of Epiphany, do we see Jesus’ royalty illuminated with a miraculous star, signifying the birth of a king or a hero.  Only today, with the arrival of the kings bearing lavish symbolic gifts, do we see the scope of his mission extended to include the rich and the powerful.  Or do we?  Matthew calls these visitors not kings, but magi; and at least some scripture scholars would translate this as “astrologers” or “soothsayers.”  Granted, in a less skeptical and less atheistic world, such types would have been less subject to suspicion and derision than they are today; but it is safe to say that not everyone would automatically have recognized their wisdom or regarded them with respect.

The other thing to remember is that they were foreigners – a type that even today, we often regard with resentment and suspicion.  For the Israelites of Jesus’ time, it meant that the magi fell outside the Mosaic Law, outside God’s covenant and promises made to his Chosen People.  And that, perhaps, is more to the point.  Because the adoration of the magi signals not only the inclusion of the rich and powerful in Jesus’ saving mission, but it signals, more broadly, the inclusion of all people.  


The prophet Isaiah, reminding the people of Israel in today’s first reading that God’s light shines first on them, also foretells that “nations shall walk by your light, and kings by your shining radiance.”  No wonder artists and poets – particularly as Europeans discovered the exotic alien cultures of Asia and the new world – began to represent the magi as a multiracial group.  As Paul tells the Ephesians, in the magi, symbolically, the truth of God’s revelation “has been revealed . . . by the Spirit: that the Gentiles are coheirs, members of the same body, and copartners in the promise of Christ Jesus through Gospel.”  Surely Good News for us who, by the world’s standards, are rich and powerful; surely Good News for us, who are mostly Gentiles.

So if the magi are role models, then what do they have to teach us?  We hear their first lesson in a line from the carol, “The First Noel”: “They lookèd up and saw a star…”  The lesson?  Look up!  Pay attention!  In the Christmas book and TV movie, Silver Bells, we read of a modern “magus” – a New York CEO, but one with a humanitarian vision – who champions what he calls the “Look-Up Project.”  His idea is to compile and publish a photo book documenting the creatures, medallions, wreaths, keys, ships, crosses, and other curious architectural details carved on  buildings and bridges throughout the great city of New York.  These details have their own beauty and interest, of course; but the man’s real intent is to get people interested in looking up.  

Sharing a photo of some carved stone bells with his son and heir, the executive says: “This really epitomizes what we’re trying to do for this city, doesn’t it?  Ring out the news that life is short, and that we waste too much of it rushing around.”  The son, a hard-nosed capitalilst who is initially resistant to his father’s romanticism, eventually comes around and concedes the importance and value of looking “up at all the good things.  The important things.  People have to dream.”  Today’s feast challenges us to ask ourselves: how many guiding stars has God sent into our lives that we have missed by failing to look up – literally, and figuratively?  I am reminded that one of the simplest and best definitions of prayer is “paying attention.”

The second lesson of the magi is their willingness to move.  Having noticed the miraculous star and opened themselves to its message, they were also willing to put down their daily routines, pack up their caravan, and set off on a long and arduous journey without a lot of details to guide them.  If you think about it, the God of the scriptures often requires people to move.  He prods Noah into building the ark and eventually setting sail.  God’s first words to the shepherd Abraham are: "Go forth from the land of your kinsfolk and from your father's house to a land that I will show you.”  Moses is instructed to lead the people of Israel out of Egypt into a promised land as yet unseen.  Joseph, Jesus’ foster father, is instructed by an angel in a dream to take Mary and the infant Jesus into Egypt to escape the wrath of Herod.  It seems fair to assume, then, that if we would-be wise women and men are paying attention, God may be asking us to move as well – literally, or figuratively, or both.

The word “epiphany” means “manifestation” or “making public.”  Granted, when Jesus Christ took flesh to redeem the human race, it did not immediately make “world news headlines”; but neither was it necessarily concealed.  The signs were – and are – there for all who would pay attention and respond with a willingness to be moved, and to act.  The wise men in today’s Gospel urge us to “look up” – to open our eyes and our hearts so that we can see and hear what God is saying and doing.  And the magi further urge us to ask ourselves, “What response is God calling me to make to the Good News he reveals to me each day?”

Carol Pavliska, a part-time journalist and mother of four, recalls an annual winter tradition of a family “cold walk.”  She learned this tradition as a child in Texas from her dad, who every year would bundle up his daughters and take them on a chilly late-night stroll to celebrate the first cold front of the season, while their mother stayed at home making hot cocoa for their eventual return.  When she grew up, married, and had kids of her own, Carol decided to share this tradition with her husband and little ones.


On one particular “cold walk,” however, Carol recalls that the family’s hearts weren’t really in it.  Although Christmas was very near, everyone felt weighed down by sadness.  A visit earlier that day had confirmed that Alzheimer’s disease was advancing rapidly for Carol’s mother, who no longer recognized her daughter or remembered her name.  While Carol did what she could to assist her weary father, she was painfully aware of their powerlessness to erase the ravages of the disease, and she felt acutely the bitterness of  being forgotten by her own mother – and, perhaps, she thought, by God.

Still, for the sake of her children, she resolved to do her best to enjoy the “cold walk” that night.  She began to look up at the bright stars, and to feel invigorated by the cold, crisp air against her face.  Just as the family arrived at the end of their dirt lane and prepared to turn back homeward, she recounts, “we saw a most spectacular thing: a beautiful falling star, red and flaming with a huge sparkling tail, blazed across the sky.  We stood speechless as it lit up our night – and literally shot from end to end of the sky, staying visible for several seconds.  Shocked silence quickly gave way to hoops and hollers of excitement as [we] . . . realized what [we’]d seen. . .”

“As we headed home, I felt my burden lift and a sense of peace envelop me. . .   It was our star, meant especially for us.  I could almost hear a voice say, I haven’t forgotten you.  I see you down there in the darkness.  I hear your joyful cries.  And I hear your painful pleas.  I was just waiting until you were looking to answer.”  God was waiting, in other words, for Carol and her family to look up and see their star – like the magi had before them.  And God was waiting, as well, for the Pavliska family to open their hearts, read the signs, and be willing to be moved in response to God’s promptings.  God asks the same of us today.  The Good News of salvation really is intended for us – if we are able and willing to look up . . . and if we are able and willing to interpret and be moved by God’s prompting stars. . . 
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