A sermon for Epiphany. Prof David Matthews
There is a story told by the Venerable Bede – so about 1300 years old. That’s not the age
of the Venerable Bede, that’s how long ago he was writing the story. I don’t think I’ve
ever started a talk before with the Venerable Bede in the first
sentence – in fact I don’t think I’ve ever mentioned him before
in any sermon whatsoever! He was an English Benedictine
monk living in the kingdom of Northumbria in what is now
known as Tyne and Wear. He described a warm banqueting
hall in winter lit by many candles and a blazing log fire – you
can imagine the scene. And from one open window at the end
of the hall a small bird emerges from the darkness into the
light and flies the length of the hall to the window at the far
end, catching the light in its wings as it traverses the
banqueting scene. It then disappears through this second
window into the darkness again. No-one knows whence the
bird came, nor where it went. The banqueters just saw it fly across the hall.

I love the account because it characterises many events in our lives. Of people and of
things that emerge into the spotlight of what we know and see, and then disappear
again. And one of the best examples of this transient brightness is the story of the Magi
– or wise men - who march into the second chapter of Matthew’s Gospel, and fill it with
their splendour. And twelve verses later they are gone - off again into the night. Like the
bird - flying out of the other window at the end of the banqueting hall! We see these
Magi so briefly in our minds’ eye, but we shout inside our heads that we need to know
more. Where are they from? Why? Who? How many? Wise men? Magicians? Kings?
Astrologers? Or did they really exist at all? And their gifts – Why? How big? Were there
more, but unreported? How did they get to Bethlehem? On camels? Did they leave one
behind? A camel would have helped Mary, Joseph and Jesus in their flight to Egypt. And
what about those camels? They always seem to there in the background of any
depiction of the visit!

So let’s just take a breath and stop asking about factual matters – not because the
questions are not interesting, or even fascinating, but because the historicity of all this is
not important. What we need to ask is the question that Mary asked herself, reported
in Luke’s gospel, which states ‘Mary pondered all these things in her heart’. The Greek
word translated as ‘pondered’ is actually 𝝈𝝊𝝂𝜷𝜶𝝀𝝀𝝄𝝊𝝈𝜶– literally ‘throw together’
‘sym’ (‘together’) and ballousa (‘throw’), as in a ballista. Put another way, the question is
‘What does all this mean?” Because this is not just a story – it is an ‘Epiphany’ or
‘showing’ – the moment when some new understanding lights up our mind.
So let’s ponder a moment, with Mary, about what all this could mean. The first aspect
that I think is really significant is that these Magi were not just nosey. If they had just
been curious, they would have adopted a David Attenborough-like approach to wildlife
which would be to look, but not to interfere. They would have peered through the
window or the door just to see what was going on. But No, they didn’t do that. They got
involved by bringing gifts. They came intending to get involved.
And the second aspect relates to their gifts. We give gifts at Christmas time, and it’s an
easy choice giving to some people, but giving to others raises the worry that we should
give a gift, but what could they possibly want? There is always the fear of Betjeman’s
‘hideous tie so kindly meant’. The Magi would have had to decide long in advance of
knowing the what or the who or the where of their travels. And so somewhere in the
East they began their journey and, premeditatedly, chose gold frankincense and myrrh.
And what is the meaning of the gifts? Why were they chosen. I characterise their wise
gifts with a ‘W’. Representing Wealth, Worship and Woe. And this because we, if we are
wise, will be offering our own three gifts of wealth, worship and woe.
I suppose the obvious first gift is that of gold – often brought in children’s nativity plays
as a box covered with gold paper. An ingot. Actually gold is so heavy that a child could
scarcely carry so much gold. Gold nearly twice as heavy as lead an is 19x heavier than
water. Gold represents our wealth, and wealth here is not just ingots. It’s what we have
that weighs us down. Gold weighs us down literally and metaphorically. We should be
happy to see the back of it:
Money talks
I’ll not deny
I had it once
It said ‘goodbye!’
Yes, we should be sharing. John Bell, of the Iona community gave a Thought for the Day
on Monday this week, finishing with: ‘For those of us who have more than we need,
generosity is always an option’.
Then there is frankincense – used in worship. I bought some in an Istanbul souk. You
burn it on charcoal, to give a wonderful smelling aroma. It was a good choice by the wise
men. We offer our worship week by week and day by day. We may not burn the
frankincense literally, but we should be burning it metaphorically. And the gift of
worship doesn’t just mean the prayers and the hymn singing. It reflects the word’s
derivation of ‘worth-ship’. To give really of our worth in response to God’s infinite

worth. It means giving what we do and are to God - which is a tough challenge in our
lives. Some make new year resolutions. Most are broken by now. One that I came across
is “I resolve that other people will behave better!” But it is in the small things that we
must truly give our worth. Everybody wants to save the world – few want to help do the
dishes.
Third, there is myrrh. I bought some in Kazakhstan. But what I got is an odd dusty
material. I don’t understand it. I’ve tried using this powder in a variety of ways. I tried to
convert it to an oil or balm. I used water, I used alcohols, and acids and alkalis. I’ve
ground it up and left it to mature in tubes. I’ve heated it, I’ve burnt it. What is the use of
this stuff? Finally the penny dropped with me. I was asking the science questions about
myrrh. Asking the factual questions. But if I ask what does all this mean, then an answer
suddenly begins to emerge. Myrrh represents our woe – our suffering. And you can take
suffering and try to convert it to an oil or balm. You can take suffering and think you
could dissolve it in tears or drown it in alcohol. But you can’t. Whatever form of myrrh
the wise men brought, Mary would have realised its significance. For the wisdom here
lies in recognising that we can bring our suffering to Jesus because he has come to share
our woes as well as our joys. We can bring our confusion and our failure of
understanding, our tears and our pain. We can bring our loneliness and heartache, our
secret misery and our public grief. And lay these as our myrrh offering at the manger.
Off they go back into the dusk, these Magi on their camels. As we watch them recede
towards the horizon embarking on the journey back to their Persian lands afar, our
questions start again. What are they thinking? What are they saying? What is deep in
their hearts? They travel lighter, with no gold and frankincense and myrrh to lug around.
But they are travelling lighter metaphorically too. They have seen the light of the world;
they have seen the hope of the nations; they have touched the glory of God. And as they
approach the crest of the hill they look back once more to the little town of Bethlehem,
and I think I see them smile, and I think I can hear laughter – before, like Bede’s bird,
they disappear forever.

