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Isaiah 60:1-6 

    Arise, shine; for your light has come, and the glory of the Lord has risen upon you. For darkness shall cover the earth, and thick darkness the peoples; but the Lord will arise upon you, and his glory will appear over you. 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; your sons shall come from far away, and your daughters shall be carried on their nurses' arms.  Then you shall see and be radiant; your heart shall thrill and rejoice, because the abundance of the sea shall be brought to you, the wealth of the nations shall come to you. A multitude of camels shall cover you, the young camels of Midian and Ephah; all those from Sheba shall come. They shall bring gold and frankincense, and shall proclaim the praise of the Lord. 

Ephesians 3:1-12 

    This is the reason that I Paul am a prisoner for Christ Jesus for the sake of you Gentiles--for surely you have already heard of the commission of God's grace that was given me for you, and how the mystery was made known to me by revelation, as I wrote above in a few words, reading of which will enable you to perceive my understanding of the mystery of Christ. In former generations this mystery was not made known to humankind, as it has now been revealed to his holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit: that is, the Gentiles have become fellow heirs, members of the same body, and sharers in the promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel. 

    Of this gospel I have become a servant according to the gift of God's grace that was given me by the working of his power. Although I am the very least of all the saints, this grace was given to me to bring to the Gentiles the news of the boundless riches of Christ, and to make everyone see what is the plan of the mystery hidden for ages in God who created all things; so that through the church the wisdom of God in its rich variety might now be made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly places. This was in accordance with the eternal purpose that he has carried out in Christ Jesus our Lord, in whom we have access to God in boldness and confidence through faith in him. 

Matthew 2:1-12 

In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, wise men from the East came to Jerusalem, asking, "Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews? For we observed his star at its rising, and have come to pay him homage." When King Herod heard this, he was frightened, and all Jerusalem with him; and calling together all the chief priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the Messiah was to be born. They told him, "In Bethlehem of Judea; for so it has been written by the prophet: 'And you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; for from you shall come a ruler who is to shepherd my people Israel.’” Then Herod secretly called for the wise men and learned from them the exact time when the star had appeared. Then he sent them to Bethlehem, saying, "Go and search diligently for the child; and when you have found him, bring me word so that I may also go and pay him homage." When they had heard the king, they set out; and there, ahead of them, went the star that they had seen at its rising, until it stopped over the place where the child was. When they saw that the star had stopped, they were overwhelmed with joy. On entering the house, they saw the child with Mary his mother; and they knelt down and paid him homage. Then, opening their treasure chests, they offered him gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh. And having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own country by another road. 
From Every Corner, To Every Corner
“Arise, shine; for your light has come, and the glory of the Lord has risen upon you.” So begins the ancient prophecy of Isaiah, lifting up words of hope for a people mired in despair. “For darkness shall cover the earth, and thick darkness the peoples; but the Lord will arise upon you, and his glory will appear over you. Nations shall come to your light, and kings to the brightness of your dawn.” These words became seen as proclaiming the birth of Jesus, the light of the world, and the way in which magi from the distant corners of the world were drawn to his light and came to worship him. 

Their response of faith and worship was a stark contrast to the response of those much closer to Jesus’ birth. Matthew writes that, upon hearing of the birth of the new king, Herod was frightened, “and all of Jerusalem with him.” The religious leaders knew of the prophecy of the savior’s birth in Bethlehem, but even after sharing this knowledge with Herod, none of them had the courage to seek out this king for themselves. Instead, they sent the foreigners, those outside their religion and their culture, to discover the birth. 

It strikes me that this is the reverse of what happens at the end of Matthew’s gospel. After Jesus has risen from the dead, he appeared just once to his disciples, and he gave to them what is now known as the Great Commission, saying: “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you.” So, at the beginning of the gospel, people come from every corner of the world to worship Jesus, and at the end, Jesus sends people to every corner of the world to teach them and bring them into relationship with him. It is this movement, of being drawn to the light and then sent to be the light, that, in my mind, defines much of what we are called to be about as children of the light.

We are called, like the magi of old, to follow the light and bow down at the foot of the manger, humbly worshipping the infant king. This is often seen as the defining characteristic of being a Christian, that we come and worship. It is certainly at the heart of this faith community, and every faith community that I know, as our worship provides us the opportunity to reclaim our identity as God’s children, to celebrate the redeeming power of God’s love, and to sing and pray and reflect in ways that strengthen our faith. And yet, we all know that there’s more to the Christian life than worship. If all we did was come and bask in the warmth and light of God’s love, we would be little more than an ecclesiastical tanning salon. At most, we might invite others to come into the light and warmth as well, but even that is not enough to fully embrace our calling.

We are called remember that God so loved the world that he sent his son, that the light of God’s love is intended for all the Herod’s of the world, as well as all the frightened members of Jerusalem. This means that we are called to go, seek them out, and carry the light of Christ to them, wherever they are, whatever reason they have for not coming to the light themselves. We are called, like the bewildered disciples before us, to set out in faith, traveling far and wide to spread the good news of God’s mercy and love to all whom we can reach.

You will note that the central actor in this movement is the light, that which draws us in and sends us out. We are simply the ones who reflect the light, who point to the light, who bear witness to what the light has done in our lives and in our world. This means that we cannot pretend to own the light, or control the light, or even understand the light. We are only called to follow the light and let the light shine through us. This frees us from believing that we need to be professionally trained to be about this business of shining the light, or that we need to have our lives completely in order to share God’s love. God can shine through us all, whoever we are and wherever we go.

Now, I’m sure that many of us already do this, in our homes, our schools, our workplaces and our communities, simply by being kind and loving toward the people God places around us, and that is certainly a big part of it. But I’m wondering if it isn’t time for us, individually and as a congregation, to wrestle with how we can go beyond the circles within which we are familiar and comfortable, and actively seek out those places in the world where God’s light and God’s love are most desperately needed. Who are the people in your life whom you find most detestable and most annoying? What can you do to bring God’s love to them? Remember, you are not being asked to change them, only to show them God’s light and love, and then let God do the changing. What are the places in our community that are in need of God’s redeeming love? What are the dark and unfamiliar corners of our world? What would it mean for us to actively work together to build community and devise a strategy for reconciliation and peace? What would it mean for us to step out in faith and risk a concrete act of love? 

It would mean, quite simply, that our lives would never be the same, for they would no longer be ours. We would belong, wholly and fully, to the one who called the light to shine in the darkness at the beginning of time, and who continually calls us forth to be that light today. God’s epiphany light is certainly a gift and a blessing, as it can warm our hearts and fill us with peace. But that same light is also a powerful force, and it sends us out to every corner of our world, so that all nations and all peoples will walk and dwell in the light. Thanks be to God; amen. 
