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Because of the way the calendar shakes out this year, and because of what are--please God--once-in-a-lifetime decisions our vestries and parish meetings will be considering this month; this morning we are combining our celebrations of the Second Sunday after Christmas and the Feast of the Epiphany. Today is the twelfth, and last, day of Christmas. Epiphany is tomorrow, January 6.

In our tradition, the symbols of Epiphany are the wise men from the east. Once you realize that, you see that Christmas and Epiphany run together anyway. Some hymns our hymnal sets aside for Christmas talk about the wise men. People send what they intend as Christmas cards which depict the wise men. Creche scenes often feature both the shepherds and the wise men as if they were all at Jesus' manger at the same time.

When you look at the four gospels, you see that only St. Matthew and St. Luke have descriptions of the birth of Jesus. Only Matthew talks about the wise men, and only Luke describes the visit of the shepherds. That is, presumably, because of the different audiences their gospels addressed

originally. Both writers wanted to make the same point--that Jesus came to earth to save not only one group of people or another, but, in fact, everybody.

St. Matthew's gospel is directed toward Jews, so he describes the Gentile (non-Jewish) wise men' coming to worship Jesus. St. Luke aimed his work more toward Gentiles, so he concentrates his attention upon the Jewish shepherds. Matthew's wise men plus Luke's shepherds "equals everybody.

The word "epiphany" comes from the Greek word which means "manifestation" "showing." The God in whom we believe does not hide himself from us. Instead, he reveals himself--he shows himself--he comes down to be with us where we can see him and deal with him directly.

When God wanted to show himself to the wise men, he used a star-- since they looked for meaning in the arrangement of the night sky. When he showed himself to Jewish shepherds, he did it through angels who talked about a Messiah in the City of David. Good Jews knew who King David and the Messiah were--a star would not have worked so well for them, any more than heavenly conversation about Bethelehem would have worked for the wise men.

So God epiphanizes himself--he shows himself to us--in ways we

can understand and ways to which we can respond. How has God shown himself to you? Who are the people, and what are the books and the events through which God has made himself known to you? Epiphanies are happening all around us all the time. God is everywhere, and it is his nature to show himself to us and reach out to us so he can save us. We need to be awake and aware and receptive.

The idea that the Messiah of Israel would also save Gentiles was shocking to the original Jewish Christians in the first century--even though the Old Testament prophets had predicted it. The major battle the New Testament church had to fight out in terms of belief and practice was over what to do about the Gentiles--can they come to our Messiah just as they are, or do they have to become Jews like us first?

Those concerns are extremely remote to us. We take the thoroughly Gentile nature of the church for granted. We are surprised--pleasantly, I hope--when a Jew becomes a Christian. But it doesn't matter from which end we look at the issue. The fact is that Jesus is both the savior of Israel and the light which lightens the Gentiles.

Just as John the Baptist is the most important Advent saint, so Epiphany plays out against the backdrop of the life and work of St. Paul. Rabbi Paul--a highly educated, deeply committed Pharisaical Jew--is the man God selected to be his apostle to the Gentiles. It is St. Paul whose writings and missionary work transform a small, localized Jewish sect into an international religion.

St. Paul describes the assignment God gave him this way: "that I should preach among the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ, and to make all men see what is the fellowship of the mystery."

The fellowship of the mystery is shepherds and wise men, Jews and Gentiles, you and me--all saved and knit together into one body by the Holy Ghost. And, as St. Paul tells us, that is how we come face to face with the God who shows himself, "According to the eternal purpose which he purposed in Christ Jesus our Lord: in whom we have boldness and access with confidence by the faith of him."
