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The word "epiphany" means "manifestation," "appearance," "showing up." Jesus shows up in this morning's gospel at the temple in Jerusalem. He is supposed to be in a caravan of people heading home to Nazareth after Passover. His disappearance has frightened his parents into a frantic search. They find him finally in the temple where he is debating theology with the chief Hebrew teachers. Jesus doesn't seem to have much sympathy with their distress.
King Solomon built the temple in Jerusalem in about 1000 B.C. Tradition says it sat on the spot where God called Abraham to sacrifice Isaac. Solomon's temple was the only place in the world where the Hebrew people could carry out the regulations about worship which God laid down for them in the Old Testament. Hebrew worship revolved around sacrificing animals -- offering them to God.
The New Testament's Epistle to the Hebrews explains the crucifixion of Jesus in terms of the animal sacrifices. It says that Jesus' death on Calvary was the sacrifice to which the animal sacrifices were pointing ahead all along. By offering himself, Jesus made the perfect sacrifice, so no more such sacrifices were necessary, and God didn't want them any more either.
In this morning's epistle, St. Paul is talking about sacrifice. He assumes we know about the connection between the Old Testament animal sacrifices and the sacrifice of Jesus, so he takes that teaching and connects it to us.
He says that Christians also have a obligation to sacrifice to God. We are obliged to offer God our bodies. He writes, "I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, that ye present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God, which is your reasonable service."
We may be called upon literally to give our bodies for God as martyrs -- that is, actually die for him. That seems rather remote in tolerant America, but the possibility remains. St. Paul defines our sacrifice in somewhat broader terms. He writes: "Be not conformed to this world; but be ye transformed by the renewing of your mind, that ye may prove what is that good, and acceptable, and perfect will of God."
This kind of sacrifice involves having a new attitude. The new attitude comes from looking at everything in terms of God, instead of looking at everything from the self-regarding perspective which comes to us naturally.
The new attitude involves asking such questions as, "What does God want me to do here?" "What would the Christian response to this situation be?" "How can I best serve the interests of this other person?" "What is God trying to tell me by allowing this to happen in my life?"
We talked during Advent about how the Prayer Book service of Holy Communion puts us through what will happen to us on judgment day. We go through the cycle of being convicted of sin, repenting, confessing, getting forgiven, and experiencing new life connected to Jesus.
What St. Paul teaches about our sacrifice of ourselves is part of the celebration of Holy Communion also. In the long Prayer of Consecration on pages 80 and 81, we begin by representing the sacrifice of Jesus under the forms of bread and wine -- just as he taught us to do.
After the Word and the Spirit have made the bread and wine his Body and Blood, we join our sacrifice of ourselves to his sacrifice of himself. The dramatic climax of the prayer comes when I say, for all of us, "And here we offer and present unto thee, 0 Lord, our selves, our souls and bodies, to be a reasonable, holy, and living sacrifice unto thee."
The point of all this should be obvious. We can never transform our minds -- that is, take up the new God-regarding attitude -- without help. The power we need both to want to make that sacrifice -- and actually to go ahead and do it -- comes from God.
That power flows from Jesus' sacrifice on the cross, and we literally eat it and drink it at the altar rail. Later on we ask God to give us the help we need "to do all such good works as thou hast prepared for us to walk in." You can only do those good works after you have made your own sacrifice -- the transforming of your mind, the offering of your whole selves -- your souls and bodies -- to do what God wants you to do.
Hebrews places on the lips of Jesus the words of Psalm 40, which summarize our point, saying, "When Jesus cometh into the world, he saith (to his Father), 'Sacrifice and offering thou wouldest not, but a body hast thou prepared me: in burnt offerings and sacrifices for sin thou hast had no pleasure. Then said I, Lo I come to do thy will, 0 God."'
