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“Live in the Light”
Isaiah 60:1-6                Matthew 12:1-12 January 7, 2018

Epiphany is a day for restless dreamers and troubled 
seekers; Epiphany is a day for the dissatisfied who long for 
something more. We make New Year’s resolutions because 
we are never quite satisfied with what we have done, who we 
have been and how we have lived in the past year. Epiphany 
is a day for us. 

Epiphany means the manifestation of God. God’s truth 
revealed in Jesus has the power to change our anxious and 
discontented selves and to lead us in a new direction. We 
are not the first to seek the truth from the One who has the 
power to change everything. Long ago, wise men from the 
East followed a star to Jerusalem to find out where the new 
king of the Jews had been born. The star announced the 
birth of one who would be more than the king of one nation 
or people. The prophet Isaiah said this would happen:

“Nations shall come to your light, and kings to the 
brightness of your dawn. Lift up your eyes and look around; 
they all gather together, they come to you; …They shall bring 
gold and frankincense, and shall proclaim the praise of the 
Lord (Isaiah 60:3ff ).”

These wise men came to worship him. These exotic, 
mysterious figures from the East have stirred the 
imagination of Christians for two thousand of years. They 
kings, astrologers or Zoroastrian priests? Their origin, their 
number, their cultures are unknown, so we have numbered 
them three because of the three gifts, given them names and 
placed them on camels. 

T. S. Eliot’s poem, The Journey of the Magi, describes the 
Magi as questioning seekers who cannot find what they need 
in their own kingdoms or in their old religion. In search of 
the truth to be found in the birth of Jesus, they leave the 
luxuries of home and endure a difficult journey. On their 
journey, Eliot’s Magi lament at times the life of ease they 
have given up for this hard journey. 

When they arrive at their journey’s end, what they 
discover is not what they thought they would find. They 
discover a king who is born not to Herod’s family in the royal 
palace in Jerusalem, but to the more ancient family of King 
David in the humble surroundings in David’s own town of 

Bethlehem. Yet, they are certain that this is the one to whose 
birth the heavenly star bears witness. They bow down, pay 
him homage and offer their gifts.

Matthew tells us that they are warned in a dream not to 
return to Herod. When Matthew says that they go home by 
a different way, he is suggesting more than simply a change 
of route. How can they go home the same way to be the 
same people, when everything they knew to be true is cast 
into doubt by the birth of this mysterious child. The journey 
is not just physically hard, but spiritually hard for these 
priests who are compelled to let go of old ways to embrace a 
new path and a new truth. T. S. Eliot pictures this change in 
the magi as a kind of death and rebirth that makes them “no 
longer at ease” in their former places “with an alien people 
clutching their gods.” Listen: 

A cold coming we had of it,Just the worst time of the year
For a journey, and such a long journey:
The ways deep and the weather sharp,
The very dead of winter.’
And the camels galled, sorefooted, refractory,
Lying down in the melting snow.
There were times we regretted
The summer palaces on slopes, the terraces,
And the silken girls bringing sherbet.
Then the camel men cursing and grumbling
    and running away, and wanting their liquor and women,
And the night-fires going out, and the lack of shelters,
And the cities hostile and the towns unfriendly
And the villages dirty and charging high prices:
A hard time we had of it.
At the end we preferred to travel all night,
Sleeping in snatches,
With the voices singing in our ears, saying
That this was all folly.

Then at dawn we came down to a temperate valley,
Wet, below the snow line, smelling of vegetation;
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With a running stream and a water-mill beating the darkness,
And three trees on the low sky,
And an old white horse galloped away in the meadow.
Then we came to a tavern with vine-leaves over the lintel,
Six hands at an open door dicing for pieces of silver,
And feet kicking the empty wine-skins.
But there was no information, and so we continued
And arriving at evening, not a moment too soon
Finding the place; it was (you might say) satisfactory.

All this was a long time ago, I remember,
And I would do it again, but set down
This set down
This: were we led all that way for
Birth or Death? There was a Birth, certainly
We had evidence and no doubt. I had seen birth and death,
But had thought they were different; this Birth was
Hard and bitter agony for us, like Death, our death.
We returned to our places, these Kingdoms,
But no longer at ease here, in the old dispensation,
With an alien people clutching their gods.
I should be glad of another death.
                  (The Journey of the Magi by T. S. Eliot).

Finding Christ is supposed to be the end of the journey 
for the Magi, but they find it to be the beginning of a new 
journey with Christ as their compass. So it was for the poet 
Eliot. This poem describes his own journey of faith from 
being an agnostic to becoming a devout Christian and 
member of the Anglican Church. 

We have come through the journey of Advent to celebrate 
the birth of Jesus at Christmas. At the end of this journey, 
Jesus is revealed not just as the King of the Jews, but as the 
King of all the peoples of the earth. As the scriptures say, 
“In him, the fullness of God was pleased to dwell.” He is 
God in human flesh. In him we find our beginnings and our 
endings. All life leads to him and all life leads from him. We 
cannot worship Christ and remain unchanged.

We may think of Epiphany as the end of this journey 
through Advent to Christmas, but it is the beginning of 
the Christian life. How will we go home? How will we 
return to our activities and interests, schools and places of 
business? How will he change our relationships? If we are 
like the Magi, we cannot go home the same way. We find 

a new understanding, a new goal in life. Once we may have 
followed our own desires, now we follow him. He is our 
moral and spiritual compass.  In him and through him, we 
live in the light. 

I remember the day the door to my study opened and a 
man walked into the room. He not only opened the door, but 
he also opened his heart. He spoke the simple but profound 
words, “I am here because want to live a better life.” He had 
seen the glory of God manifest in Jesus and it changed him. 
That day, he ended one journey and began a new one as a 
follower of Christ. If he thought his life had been difficult up 
to that moment, he was beginning a new life of even greater 
challenges and more surprising paths. The path he took was 
never very straight or direct. His old friends gave him a fit and 
kept trying to pull him back into their dissipated ways. They 
made fun of him and even got angry with him. Sometimes 
they won out and he stumbled.  He faced problems with his 
health and his work. Sometimes the problems set him back, 
but they no longer defeated him. He persisted. The more he 
persisted, the more he saw the light of Christ illuminating 
his difficulties and shining in the faces of others, in the words 
of Scripture, in the waters of baptism and in the bread and 
wine. 

After several years, he said to me, “I lived in such darkness 
for so long that I could never see the light that was always all 
around me illuminating everything. I have Christ to guide 
me now, I can never go back to the old way.  I want to live in 
the light.” 


