A Reflection for Sunday 10th January 2021 at St James 

As is often the case when preparing a reflection, I felt spoilt for choice.  The gospel reading today tells of the baptism of Jesus. But if I focus on this, I said to myself, I’ll miss the readings relating to the Epiphany which was officially celebrated on Wednesday, earlier this week. I do like the Epiphany and the images around the story of the wise men travelling to see Jesus. It has so much rich symbolism and its celebration can easily get missed. So, I’m going to focus on this, at least to start with. 
What does epiphany mean? In the season of epiphany, we celebrate the revelation of God in the world and in particular His revelation to the Magi as told in Matthew’s gospel. The Epiphany is the first manifestation of Jesus to the gentiles. But also, the word epiphany has come into our everyday language to refer to any insightful or dramatic moment that brings new ideas, visions, or perspectives. When I was working at St Joseph’s Hospice in London, I had a colleague who often referred to an epiphany moment, and it always produced something new and valuable.  

The picture of the wise men is extremely popular on Christmas Cards isn’t it. It’s a lovely story. And it’s a challenge and delight for teachers and other leaders putting on the many nativity plays, searching for dish towels and old velvet curtains for the royal robes. I wonder how many of us have taken part in such a play when we were little?  But I think it is more than a story. It is an opportunity for quite a lot of learning and reflection, and I want to concentrate on one aspect: the JOURNEY that the wise men undertook. 

Think for a moment about the many journeys we all take and the way the word has come to be used in our every-day life. “How was your journey” we ask when visitors arrive at our homes for their holidays. We take short interesting and exciting journeys but also long tiring journeys like when last year I travelled from Alaska and it took 18 hours to arrive home. I like being at a travel terminal wondering where on earth people have come from, and where they’re heading. Metaphorically, there are a number of books describing the “cancer journey”, and at the turn of the century I wrote and edited a book with the title “Journeys into Palliative Care: roots and reflections.” 
In some senses we are all of us on a journey, in and through life, and particularly for us as we come to reflect today, a journey in faith. It is often a good idea to stop and think where did it start, and where is this journey leading. 
The wise men had little idea where they were going or what they would find at the end of their long, tough journey. They were led by a star and simply followed it. They stop, fulfilled, having arrived, and they worship in the presence of God. The star has done its job; it has led them step by step; it has maybe tested their resolve: would they keep going if it got tough, or if they could not see where they were going? It has taught them to have faith, to set out on a long journey not knowing their final destination, except that it was to find God and worship Him.

At the New Year I often spend time reviewing my diary, looking out for things to take forward and for others that I want to leave well behind, or even try to forget they happened! I no longer write a detailed diary and sometimes I wish that I still did do that because it’s useful to look where we are and have been on life’s journey and our faith journey. For all of us there will have been some difficult times this year as we have experienced many disappointments and, for some people, losses. As our travel and visits and contact with friends have been curtailed it must have felt like a journey that has been frozen, or at least stopped in its tracks. 
The crisis of the last twelve months has challenged us as individuals and communities as we have had to adapt to new ways of being church. In our own personal lives, we have faced fears, and dilemmas, and sadness, and much else.. But as we look at the story of Jesus, we are reminded that through all the challenges He faced, the Holy Spirit was with Him. Today we read of His Baptism when the Spirit descended upon Him as a dove. On our journey into a possibly unknown future, that same spirit is with us and will guide us too.  

We may well be led into some strange places on our faith journey, finding God in our work, or in suffering, or in the company of someone new to us. I’ve been trying to think where our benefice is going this year, and I have to say, I can’t honestly see it very clearly. We are on God’s road, and we are being led, but at the present time we do not have a road map. I couldn’t give you a forward plan or programme in any detail. That is something that with God’s good grace we can work on together. 
I guess we must just keep following the star, the light of Christ, keeping our eyes open and our hearts listening, and praying that we too will be led to that resting place, where all we can do is stop, bow our heads in wonder and homage, and offer the only gifts worth giving, our loving hearts and lives. Amen 
