Epiphany

Magi from the east arrived in Jerusalem.  “Where is the new-born king of the Jews?  We saw his star at its rising and have come to do him homage.”                                Matthew 2, 1-12

In 1986, Andrew Lloyd Webber’s Phantom of the Opera premiered in London’s West End.  The London production and the subsequent Broadway production two years later were so successful that they almost obscured Into the Woods, another musical created by Stephen Sondheim and playwright, James Lapine.  Into the Woods is a delightful production inspired by child psychologist Bruno Bettleheim’s book, The Uses of Enchantment which explores the psychology of fairy tales.  The musical by Sondheim and Lapine weaves together the plots of a number of the fairy tales written by the Brothers Grimm.  Rapunzel, Little Red Riding Hood, Jack and the Beanstalk and Cinderella all find a place in Into the Woods.
At the very beginning of the musical, all of these characters express their hopes for happiness:  a child to love, a warm home, enough to eat, a handsome prince.  However, in order to realise their dreams, each of the characters has to journey into the woods in order to confront the charlatans, the wolves, the giants and the witches that stand in the way of their dreams.  In their excursions into the woods, they quickly discover that life is far from being a fairy-tale.  Some of the characters die, while others see their fairy-tale lives disintegrate in front of them.  None of them is particularly happy as they discover the thin line separating dreams from nightmares.  They each come to the realisation that the real monsters to be defeated are within:  selfishness, greed, pettiness, and that the spells that have to be broken are things like fear, laziness and self-deception.  All the characters learn that, while the woods are dangerous, the way to happiness is through humility and generosity.  Tellingly, one of the characters sings at the end that wishes eventually come true, but they don’t come free.
Matthew’s story of the Magi chosen for this Sunday’s gospel reading tells of a similar journey.  Just like the fairy-tale characters seeking fulfilment and happiness in their journey into the woods, the Magi set out on a trek to find the Messiah-King for whom the world longed.  Every human life is a journey in search of inner peace and genuine happiness.  None of us is entirely successful in that quest.  Nevertheless, we eventually come to realise that it is love in all its ups and downs, with all its rewards and demands that shapes us into genuine, wholesome human beings.  In their success in locating Jesus, the Magi encounter the love of God alive in the world, something which Herod simply could not see because of his fear and self-absorption.  In tackling the monsters and witches within themselves, Rapunzel, Cinderella, Jack and Red Riding Hood  all master the dangers of the “woods”, and begin to live meaningful and happy lives.  The gospel of this coming Sunday and of every other Sunday in the year invites us to an encounter with Jesus, Emmanuel, “God-with-us”.  How prepared are we to let those encounters re-create and transform our lives?
The characters in Matthew’s story give us a preview of what lies ahead concerning the message Jesus will teach.  Herod reacts with anger and hostility at the prospect of a rival who will side with the poor and overturn the rich and powerful.  Herod is testimony to the fears our minds and imaginations can create.  The chief priest and scribes brush aside the news of a Jesus who comes to give life and new meaning to the rituals and laws in which they find their whole security.  It is the Magi, a group of pagans and non-believers, who alone have the humility of faith and the openness of mind and heart to welcome the one who will institute a new relationship between God and the whole of humanity.
In his poem, The Journey of the Magi, T.S. Eliot offers us an insight into what I believe is the essential message of this gospel story.  Eliot has one of the Magi tell the story of their search:

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.
After a long and exhausting search and even wondering whether they had set out on a foolish quest, they are successful.  However what they experienced was so profound that he cannot find words to express it.  All he can say is:  Finding the place, it was (you may say) satisfactory.  In his old age, as he reflects on the experience, he says that he would do it all again, despite the fact that he is still left wondering about the meaning of it all:

...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...

I should be glad of another death.
This traveller and his companions encountered Christ, and their lives were changed irrevocably.  It was, as the old man remembers, a death to his own self-absorption and a birth to something greater than himself, so great that he knows he will only find true and lasting satisfaction beyond the grave.

We are each left to ponder just what might happen in our lives if we dare search out and encounter the Christ. 
