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The Dark of the Epiphany 
 
After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in the territory of Judea during the rule of King Herod, magi 
came from the east to Jerusalem. They asked, “Where is the newborn king of the Jews? We’ve 
seen his star in the east, and we’ve come to honor him.” 
 
When King Herod heard this, he was troubled, and everyone in Jerusalem was troubled with 
him. He gathered all the chief priests and the legal experts and asked them where the Christ was 
to be born. They said, “In Bethlehem of Judea, for this is what the prophet wrote: 
 
You, Bethlehem, land of Judah, 
By no means are you least among the rulers of Judah, 
Because from you will come one who governs, 
Who will shepherd my people Israel. 
 
Then Herod secretly called for the magi and found out from them the time when the star had 
first appeared. He sent them to Bethlehem, saying, “Go and search carefully for the child. When 
you’ve found him, report to me so that I too may go and honour him.” When they heard the 
king, they went; and look, the star they had seen in the east went ahead of them until it stood 
over the place where the child was. When they saw the star, they were filled with joy. They 
entered the house and saw the child with Mary his mother. Falling to their knees, they honoured 
him. Then they opened their treasure chests and presented him with gifts of gold, frankincense, 
and myrrh. Because they were warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they went back to 
their own country by another route. 
 
Journey of the Magi, by T.S. Eliot: 
 
A cold coming we had of it,  
Just the worst time of the year 
For such a journey, and such a long journey: 
The ways deep and the weather sharp, 
The very dead of winter. 
And the camels galled, sore-footed, 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; 
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 arrived at evening, not a moment too soon 
Finding the place; it was (you may 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.i 
 
A birth that is “hard and bitter agony.” Is this what we are celebrating this morning when we 
tell the story of the Epiphany?  
 
Well, friends, as unexpected as it is, I would say yes. Yes, there is a hard and bitter agony in this 
celebration of the Christ’s birth. There is also wonder and joy and hope and peace and love and 
delight and awe. It’s never an either/or choice. Woven into this beautiful story of new life and 
salvation and mystery are threads of pain, loss, and grief. In the story of light there is also 
darkness.  
 



Matthew doesn’t spend much time on the actual birth of Jesus. Luke has the story of the stable, 
the shepherds, the angels; Luke says that Mary kept these things and pondered them in her 
heart; not so for Matthew. For Matthew, the important bit is that scholars and astrologers from 
far lands are coming to worship this manifestation of God, this appearance of God, this Chosen 
One, the Anointed.  
 
And how do they find him? They follow a star. But you cannot see a star without the darkness; 
you cannot see the light of a star without the absence of the light of the sun.  
 
2020 has been a dark year for many of us. There has been much loss. I am sure that many of 
you are aching to hold family members whom you have not hugged in months. I know that 
many of us long for the day we can gather together in a sanctuary and actually hear ourselves 
sing together. Months of anxiety take their toll. 
 
And. And at the same time, this darkness has allowed us to see new things. There are stories of 
neighbours finally talking to one another, of strangers forming Facebook groups to help one 
another, of businesses feeding frontline workers. These are stars of light in the darkness; stars 
that we appreciate all the more for knowing the darkness. Pre-Covid, if a neighbour picked up 
groceries for another neighbour, well that was nice, but unremarkable. With Covid, such an 
ordinary thing takes on a whole new depth of meaning, because that one neighbour’s action 
allows the other neighbour physical safety and peace of mind. The love and kindness and 
generosity and humanity we have seen during this pandemic shine all the more brightly 
because of the fear and grief around it all. 
 
But the darkness of 2020 has forced us to look at some harder realities as well. The conditions 
of long-term care homes have been put front and centre. The health and wellbeing of the 
elderly and vulnerable, the financial insecurity of care home staff, the working conditions of 
temporary agricultural workers – these have all been pushed to the fore.  
 
I am quite certain that facing the inequality and brokenness of the world is a deeply faithful act. 
We worship a God who calls us to welcome the stranger and treat them as family, who 
instructed the Israelites that their slaves and animals must rest on the Sabbath too, who insists 
that those in power care for the sick, the widow, the orphan, and the poor. Reckoning with the 
injustice of our society is part of living as a follower of this God.  
 
So the wise men follow the star through the darkness, and before they arrive at Bethlehem, 
they go to Jerusalem. Now, for Matthew, Jerusalem is trouble. It is the symbol of all that is 
wrong with the world; it is filled with corrupt and faithless people. And whom do they 
encounter in Jerusalem? Herod.  
 
There really was a Herod – in fact, there were two Herods, Herod Sr. and Herod Jr., and our 
guess is that Matthew is referring to Herod Senior, a local king appointed by the Romans. Herod 
was in many respects a successful ruler, but he was not a kind one. He experienced bouts of 
paranoia, and at one point commanded that a group of distinguished citizens be slaughtered at 



the moment of his death to ensure that satisfactory mourning took place. His sons, happily, did 
not carry out that wish.  
 
But the point here is that these magi encounter darkness on the journey to the Christ. They 
encounter greed, evil, and misuse of power personified as they follow the star.  
 
There is no guarantee that we will not encounter evil on our journey to and with Christ. There is 
no guarantee that a life with God will protect us from ugliness, pain, or injustice. And that, for 
me, has been one of the gifts of the darkness of 2020.  
 
I am a very lucky person. Because I happened to be born with a certain skin colour and a certain 
body, because I was born in a certain place to a family of a certain level of income and 
education, I have known security and health and freedom and opportunity that many people do 
not. I never have to phone a restaurant ahead of time to check whether they are wheelchair-
accessible. I have never faced the possibility of sleeping on the street. I’ve never been afraid to 
approach a police officer. I’ve never been afraid that I will be sworn at or attacked just for 
walking out the door looking like myself.  
 
And there are many gifts that come with that life, but there’s one gift it doesn’t give: it doesn’t 
give me a lot of tools for dealing with evil. This is a problem, because evil exists in the world. 
Why? We don’t know. Children are abused, dogs are exploited as fighting machines, women are 
trafficked, the Amazon is burned, politicians are cowardly, Blackwater is hired by the American 
government, and we don’t know why. But if we cannot believe in both God and the reality of 
evil, then one of two things will happen: we will either bury our heads in the sand and refuse to 
believe the devastating suffering experienced by many of God’s children, or we will lose our 
faith. Both are devastating experiences.  
 
Faith is not positive thinking. Faith is the trust, as shaky as it might be, that we are accompanied 
all our days by the one who defends us as a mother bear defends her cubs, by the one who said 
“I will be your God, and you will be my people.” God is in the dark, but we have to learn to find 
him there. We have to learn to find God in the darkness, because if we don’t, we will be lost in 
the darkness. And if we believe that God is only in the light, then we will keep running from the 
darkness all our days.  
 
That is not a life in Christ. It’s a life in denial. It’s not really a life at all.  
 
Matthew doesn’t offer us answers to why there is a Herod. There is only Matthew’s certainty 
that Herod cannot stop us from finding the Christ child.  
 
And when we, like the magi, encounter Jesus, we will rejoice. We will know joy. We will know 
healing and new life and a deep, ongoing process of transformation that will last our whole lives 
long. That is a real, true promise that has been carried by generations of saints and sinners 
before us.  
 



But there will be death, too. This child, this child whom the magi knelt down and worshipped – 
this child will be crucified. This child will be crucified and raised again, but there will be a death.  
 
We will die to our old selves. We will find ourselves letting go of things that used to be 
important. The idols that promise to make us happy: the perfect body, the perfect house, the 
perfect family, the perfect job, the life we are supposed to have – we’re going to have to let 
these go. The things that are slowly killing us: the bottle, the shopping, the eating, the screen 
time, the status-seeking, the long-held grudges, the toxic relationships – we’re going to have to 
let them go. Death can be life-giving. 
 
It takes courage to follow the star, friends. It takes courage to leave behind the palaces and the 
luxury and take an uncomfortable voyage into strange lands, where the beds are dirty and the 
voices in our head keep telling us this is a dumb idea. It takes courage to encounter Herod. It 
takes courage to journey through the darkness.  
 
Light cannot shine in the darkness without the darkness. God gave us the night as surely as she 
gave us the day. The darkness is a path to Christ as surely as the light of Christ burns in our lives.  
 
Do not be afraid of the darkness, friends. Do not be afraid of the death of the familiar and the 
comfortable. Christ is waiting of us.  
 
Amen.  

 
i Eliott, T.S. https://poetryarchive.org/poem/journey-magi/, December 2020. 


