EPIPHANY – by Abbot Aidan Bellenger
If, on Christmas Day and on New Year’s Day, we have been celebrating the humanity of Christ, today, on the Epiphany we celebrate his divinity.   Christ revealing his Divinity, the Theophany, or Epiphany, in the Western tradition, is focussed on the Magi and their homage to the Infant Christ.   In the East the celebration is wider and includes the ‘Theophany’ of the Baptism and the first sign of the miracle at the wedding feast in Cana.
Most of our lives are pretty uneventful most of the time.   Each day, each month, each year has its high points, its low points and I imagine for most of us its flat points – the plateau of day-to-day existence.   Recollected in tranquillity, however, most of us remember the golden moments and try to forget the rotten ones.   The plateau periods seem to forget themselves.

A friend of mine, struck down young by a fatal and painful illness, reflecting on his life, wrote to me saying how his own experience was punctuated by little ‘epiphanies’.   An ‘epiphany’ is a great moment of revelation when the ordinary is transfigured into the extraordinary and the true implications, intensity and beauty of an event or a moment or a person are made clear.

At Christmas we witnessed the birth of a child, an ordinary and extraordinary event at the same time, in an obscure place but accompanied by an angelic chorus and lights in the sky.   A very ordinary place.   But a very extraordinary event.   Those lights – or at least the central ‘star’ which led to the manger at Bethlehem  - was seen afar off.   It was looked at with particular interest by magi –  wise men – we might call them astrologers – but they were far more authoritative than any newspaper pundits – who were unaware of the internal history of Israel or the promise of a messiah.   They, having read the stars, felt something peculiarly special awaited them in Bethlehem.   So special that the gifts they brought were more appropriate for a king than for a poor carpenter’s baby.

We tend to think – with memories of ‘three kings’ of ‘orient’ and perhaps of the magnificence of their supposed tomb at the heart of Cologne  cathedral – of those visitors as kings and I rather like the traditional figures on the crib which not only represent them as kings but as ambassadors, too, of different racial groups.   In central Europe the Epiphany is perhaps a greater feast still than the Nativity and an even more appropriate time for gifts and chalked up on the houses of the faithful is the year, and the names traditionally given to those unnamed visitors – Caspar, Balthazar and Melchior -  are represented by their initials.

I like to think of those visitors as our representatives at the crib of the Lord.   That birth, and the human face of God it focussed on, is at the heart of history and at the heart of all our personal histories.   When we think back on our own lives, however long or short they have been so far, we remember our Christmases of long ago and remember perhaps our own personal epiphanies   At this wonderful feast let us praise the Lord God for his greatest gift – his only begotten Son – chosen from all ages to be our Saviour.   Let us, like those magi, worship before him, the Lord of eternity located in time and space as the Christ child of Bethlehem, Jesus Christ, our Lord.
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