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Magic Time 
Isaiah 60: 1 – 6; Ephesians 3: 1 – 12; Matthew 2: 1 – 12  

 
Today’s gospel about the three wise men who see and follow the star ranks right 
up there with the Christmas and Easter stories in how it’s captured the human 
imagination.  Hymns have been composed, and paintings painted.  The poet 
Longfellow even gave them names: Melchior, Gaspar, and Balthazar.  T. S. Elliot 
wrote, The Gift of the Magi, and James Taylor sang, Home by Another Way.  
Truthfully, we know almost nothing about these “wise men,” who they were, what 
they did for a living, where they came from, and why they made this journey.   
 
They weren’t even called “kings” until the Middle Ages, after the church began 
spending a little too much time hanging out with royalty.  Do you know that, even 
today, in England, on each Epiphany, the Queen still brings gifts of gold and 
frankincense and myrrh to the Chapel Royal?   
 
The Greek term Magi is the source for our English word magic, and apparently 
the Magi were practitioners of the magic arts of the time,i “new agers,” if you will, 
not unlike some of Harry Potter’s professors at the Hogwarts School  As unlike 
the rest us Muggles as you can imagine.  
 
Each one, sitting in their own country, at the very same moment, saw a star 
shining brightly.  Their neighbors must have seen it too, because the shepherds 
did, but apparently these three were the only ones crazy enough to drop 
everything and follow it.  Through each of their different faith traditions, this light 
symbolized the path to ultimate truth, so they packed up a few necessities, and 
started out. Imagine their surprise when, on the road to Jerusalem, they found 
they weren’t the only one with this strange vision. 
 
They approached the local authority, Herod, for help – decrepit, bitter, and fearful 
about losing his power as a vassal king of the Romans, and clearly with his own 
agenda.  So they kept looking, heading out again into the unknown.   
 
When they got to Bethlehem, the Magi found that the stars in their eyes led them 
right to the manger, and to the newborn baby.  He was, of course, unlike any king 
they had ever encountered, but there must have been something about the the 
light gleaming in his eyes that drove them to their knees  in joy.  They scrambled 
to give out the royal gifts – the wrong ones of course.   
 
If women had been visiting, Jesus might have done much better – maybe some 
goat’s milk, a warm blanket, something shiny to hang over the manger, maybe 
even a few diapers.  But they gave what they had, just as we do, even if it’s not 
quite right or never enough.   
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And in the process, they presented the greatest gift they possessed –  
themselves, in service to the newborn king.  
 
Today we celebrate their Epiphany, and ours.  From the Greek word meaning 
manifestation, Epiphany is about how we see God in the most improbable places 
when we’re willing to open ourselves to the light of Christ, and have the courage 
to follow him.   
 
And where do we look?  Down the conventional paths?  It’s no accident that God 
chose those ancient foreigners to manifest the coming of the Messiah, those 
religious outsiders, as racially and ethnically diverse from the Jews as they could 
possibly be.  In so doing, today’s gospel proclaims through the incarnation that 
God has done a radically new and a radically inclusive thing:  making Jesus’ 
message and God’s forgiving grace available for all people.  In Jesus, there are 
no religious outsiders, no barriers of race, ethnicity, gender, class or even 
religion.   
 
Epiphany calls us to be vigilant, so we can discover where Christ is being 
revealed in our own time.  We’re called to open our eyes, to see Christ as a kind 
of star, leading us out of the known and the comfortable, illuminating the most 
unlikely of people and events, drawing us toward them, and calling us to love 
what we see.   
 
Epiphany shines its light onto a more promising path, reminding us that each of 
us is God’s light, and that it’s only our collective light that assures any future for 
our tired world at all.  Shining our light, my friends, is the true work that lies 
before us “crazy Christians” in this season after Christmas. 
 
Howard Thurman, the gifted African – American theologian, put it beautifully in 
his poem, The Work of Christmas: 
 
When the star in the sky is gone, 
When the Kings and Princes are home, 
When the shepherds are back with their flocks,  
The work of Christmas begins. 
To find the lost, 
To heal the broken, 
To feed the hungry, 
To release the prisoner, 
To teach the nations, 
To bring Christ to all, 
To make music in the heart. 
 
Let Epiphany begin! 
                                            
i I am grateful to Barbara Brown Taylor for some of the images in this re-telling of the Magi story, 
  drawn from Taylor (1999). “Home by Another Way.”  Cambridge, MA. 


