St. Mary of the Angels   Feast of the Epiphany   1/2/22
Isaiah 60:1-5;    Ephesians 3:2-3a, 5-6;  Matthew 2:1-12

My Brothers and Sisters,

We begin praying the Lord’s Prayer with the words: “Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name.  Thy kingdom come. They will be done on earth as it is in heaven.”

On Earth below; In Heaven above.

Usually, Earth and Heaven seem far apart, but, every now and then, they come visibly together.

The Epiphany to the Magi was such a moment.

God was made visible in the star above.

God was made visible in the new born Jesus below.

Heaven and Earth met visibly, dramatically, at this moment.

That star above prompted three wisemen from the east to set forth on a journey to discover that newborn child-king below. (We speak of three wisemen though Matthew does not mention any number.)  But since they bring three gifts, we imagine three wisemen.  Their gifts are gold, frankincense and myrrh.
I find myself drawn to ponder the rich symbols in this story.

First, there is the star, and then the journey, and finally the gifts.

I suggest that we call the star, “The Star of Hope”, the journey, “The Journey of Faith”, and the gifts, “The Gifts of Love”.   Hope, Faith, Love.
First, The Star of Hope.

As we begin this New Year, where do we place our hope?

Hope goes beyond wishes and wants and possibilities.

Hope is deeper than desires and dreams.

Oh, we have dreams of a better world in 2022, dreams of greater efforts at fostering peace, of bringing our country and Church together, of working for the common good and for racial and economic equality.  And these are all dreams that we must work for.
But, hope, like the star, is a gift from God,

Hope calls us forward and gives us joy just as the star called forth the Magi and gave them great joy.

Hope, as fragile as it might seem, shines brightest when all seems bleak and cold. 

Emily Dickinson, who likened hope to a tiny bird, noted:

“And sore must be the storm

That could abash that little bird

That kept so many warm.”

Hope is like that – seemingly fragile, but keeping many in terrible situations, still warm and alive with promise. That Star of Hope calls us to go forth into 2022 in a spirit of joy because God is wanting us to labor with Him.
Then, The Journey of Faith.

The star called the Magi to leave their homes.  
It was night.

Night symbolizes faith.

And because the journey is made in the night, there are no maps to follow.
Yes, we do have helps alone the way: The Bible, Sacraments, the Commandments of God and of the Church, the witness and stories of holy people who have made the journey.

Even so, we each have to discern the particular star we are meant to follow and we have to make our own path. 
As Spanish poet Antonio Machado wrote:

“Traveler, your footprints

are the only road, nothing else.

Traveler, there is no road;

You make your own path as you walk.”

It is called a journey of faith because we have to trust that star, trust that God put it there, trust that God will take us by the hand and guide us through the night of unseeing and unknowing. That is what the journey of faith looks like.

Thirdly, The Gifts of Love.

The wisemen brought the three gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh.  There have been various interpretations of what each gift stands for.  Some believe that the gold symbolizes royalty, frankincense divinity, and myrrh the destiny of death.  In other words, the wisemen were honoring the divinity and humanity of Jesus and were acknowledging his destiny of dying for redemption.  These were their gifts of love to a loving God.

What might be appropriate as Gifts of Love to bring to Jesus as we begin this year of 2022? I suggest that Jesus would be most happy to receive these three gifts: the gift of compassion, the gift of kindness, and the gift of prayer.
The Gift of Compassion

Jesus rarely spoke of love and the Gospels never said that Jesus performed an act of healing out of love.  It was always out of deep compassion – a gut wrenching compassion.  Jesus agonized in the presence of suffering. He would be so happy that we looked upon suffering in the same way, that we let it touch our hearts and urge us to relieve suffering as He did.  Compassion is a beautiful face of Love
The Gift of Kindness

In a brief conversation with Terry last week, he noted the potential and power of kindness.  No matter how we feel, we can always do little acts of kindness: a greeting, a stepping back in crowded aisles in grocery stores, being careful about masks and distancing, making a call, sending an email, praising a colleague, thanking those who perform humble services.  Scattering gifts of kindness can be a wonderful way of giving Love.
The Gift of Prayer.  
The poet Tennyson must have been truly inspired when he wrote: “More things are wrought by prayer than this world dreams of.”  I am aware that the presidents of North Korea, China, Iran and Russia can, at any moment, trigger wars of massive destruction.  Diplomacy does not always work.  But God can work in minds and dreams as we see in today’s Gospel.  Herod’s plan to destroy Jesus was thwarted by God in a dream. This was not the time for Jesus to die.  Do we realize how precious and powerful our own prayer is and can be – especially when we pray specifically for others? Prayer is an expression of faith. Jesus plaintively asked, “But when the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on earth?” (Luke 18:8) Let us not minimize this gift, and how happy Jesus will be to receive it. Prayer, too, is a gift of Love.
Conclusion

So, as 2022 gets underway, there is a star of God calling each one of us to journey forth into this year of unknowing.  We do so in faith and with hope, and bearing gifts of Love, the gifts of compassion, kindness and prayer.  And remember: God is with us as God was with the Magi – watching over, leading, and loving us all along the way.
                                                                 Kenneth J. Hughes, SJ

                                                                 Brighton, Mass.  1/2/22
