
FEAST OF THE EPIPHANY - JANUARY 4, 1970 - CNR

The feast of the Epiphany celebrates the manifestation of Christ, his glorious and
triumphant arrival, and as a call to celebration the Liturgy employs the words of the Book of
Isaiah:

Arise, shine; for your light has come,
  and the glory of the Lord has risen upon you.
For behold, darkness shall cover the earth,
  and thick darkness the peoples;
but the Lord shall rise upon you,
  and his glory shall be seen upon you.
And nations hall come to your light,
  and kings to the brightness of your rising.

It is the Church, of course, we ourselves, that is being called to exult in the dawn of its light, the
birth of Christ. 

There is an historical explanation for the emphasis on light, for this feast, as also the feast
of Christmas, was established to offset the ancient pagan feast celebrating the rebirth of the sun at
the winter solstice. And the exultation was also natural at the time, for the feast originated soon
after Constantine liberated Christianity, an event the Church understood to be the triumph of
Christ’s light over the darkness that still covered the peoples.

It is perhaps less easy for us to exult in the light. We feel that the provinces of light and
darkness cannot be defined so sharply: there is more darkness in our midst than we had expected,
and more light without. We have a few reservations about the association of Church and State,
about the Church’s becoming too comfortable in the world. And it would be impossible to
maintain that our overseers are peace and our rulers righteousness; violence has not departed
from our lands, nor devastation and destruction from within our borders; salvation and praise are
not the names we would spontaneously give to our walls and gates.

But nevertheless we are called to arise and shine; and perhaps we should note the
circumstances in which that call was first uttered, which are not so different from our own. This
section of the Book of Isaiah was probably written soon after the return of the exiled Jews to
Jerusalem. Their number was pitifully small, their city largely in ruins. Their condition was far
different from the splendid memories of the past and from the triumphal promises with which the
prophets had consoled them in their exile. Yet it is this people in these circumstances that is
called to arise and shine; its light has come; the glory of the Lord has arisen upon it; and it can
expect the in-streaming of the peoples and the wealth of the nations.

The Exile-experience had required the Jews to reflect on their origins and forced them to
relive the condition of slavery from which they had once been drawn. They had had once more to
experience the gratuity of God in his consoling them and his power in returning them. So it is not
surprising that the language the prophets used to stir up their faith and hope combined so closely
the themes of creation and exodus. For God’s choice had created them as his people, something
which might even be called a creation out of nothingness, since no merit of theirs could explain
his election of them. Now, once again, in exile, the experience of their own nothingness was
requiring them to understand their native condition and to place their hope where alone it could
safely rest, in the creative and redemptive love and power of God.

That is why in the poor and ugly conditions of their return they can arise and shine; for



2

the power of their God has been at work, and what he has begun he will complete. Present and
future slide into one another; and hope, relying on God’s promise, transfigures the present with
the light and glory of the future. There is the whole experience of Israel behind the final, simple,
magnificent statement:

I am the Lord;
  in its time I will hasten it (Is 60:22).

I wonder, then, if the reading of these words of Isaiah is not pertinent. American
Catholics have seen cherished dreams about their country and their Church suffer serious
shattering. We have found both to be much more involved in evil and sin than we had permitted
ourselves to believe was possible. Some of the early Christian language about our being strangers
in the world makes more sense now. The exile-experience is becoming our own.

But in this experience we need our own Book of Consolation, and the Liturgy gives it in
such readings as today’s. The call to exultation invites us to recognize that the experience of
nothingness makes it possible for God’s creative power to begin to work. And if the Exodus and
the Return from Exile supplied Israel with its symbols of God’s creative power, we have the
much more persuasive symbol of the presence of God himself in a man and of the resurrection of
a body reduced to the nothingness of the grave.

Two things are necessary if hope is to be possible. One is the experience of present
distress and the other is the assurance of a power capable of delivering us from it. We perhaps
need no special help in order to perceive the first; the call to exultation in today’s Liturgy
reminds us that we also can call upon the second. And the greater power we have seen at work in
Christ Jesus should permit us to accept even more completely God’s final word: “I am the Lord;
in its time I will hasten it.”

January 7, 1972 - Feast of the Epiphany - CNR

The readings for the Feast of the Epiphany celebrate the revelation of God's mercy to the
Gentile world. The letter to the Ephesians was written to people whom Paul describes as having
been once "separate from Christ, strangers to the community of Israel, outside God's covenants
and the promises, without hope and without God" (Eph 2:12). The great mystery whose ministry
Paul has accepted is that “in Christ Jesus the Gentiles are now co-heirs with the Jews, members
of the same body and sharers of the promise through the preaching of the Gospel." The stony of
the Magi in Matthew's Gospel is told in deliberate fulfilment of the passage in Isaiah that,
prophesies the streaming of the nations towards Israel's light. Matthew's account is the message
of his whole Gospel in miniature: the chosen people have failed to recognize their Messiah and in
their place a new people, drawn from the Gentiles, has entered in and adored the Lord.

The move out into the pagan world was the most decisive step the early Church took.
Within the world of the ancient Roman Empire there had been two great "races" of men, pagans
and Jews. The Christians, distinguishing themselves from both, soon came to claim to be and to
be recognized as a tertium genus, a third race, monotheists as compared to the pagans,
worshiping Jesus in contrast to the Jews. In their early days, the bold claims of the Christians
must have seemed very paradoxical: this small and insignificant and new group of people were
claiming to be the "light of the world," "the soul of the world," as one of their early apologists
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called them, the community for the sake of which God had created the world. Eventually, of
course, the percentages were reversed, Christianity was "established," and a new feast, like this
one of the Epiphany, could boast of the realization of Isaiah's prophecy in the spread of the
Gospel to every part of the Empire.

We still live from the legacy of that triumph, though for how much longer may be open to
doubt. There are more than a few indications that we might more accurately compare ourselves to
the primitive Church, struggling to make its voice heard in a vast and powerful alien world. We
no longer blithely assume that our own nation is "Christian"; at least we hesitate to identify
national purpose and policy with Christian goals. From sexual morality through care for life to
economic policy there are more than a few areas on which the Christian must question national
or general mores. We suffer not infrequently the indignity of hearing our most cherished beliefs
used to prop up and justify the most questionable of actions.

In such a context, to use the noble words of today's liturgy may seem like whistling in the
dark, an accusation the early Christians also had to meet. And I don't doubt that there can be
triumphalists even in a ghetto. But the bold faith of these readings concerns the Church only as
the implication of their chief message, which concerns God. The light of Jerusalem is the glory of
God, the Lord shining. And that remains the Church's faith. It may be in exile or in a scattered
few, but this people gathers, or rather is gathered, because of a word that it has heard, because of
a favor it has received, and which it must speak about, even though no one else does. It will
continue to speak of a "light" and a "glory", for what other symbols are adequate to the grace it
has been given to know? And, if we find ourselves no longer the "soul" of a "Christian" world,
what is that but the realization in our own day of the law by which God has, from Israel's
beginnings, chosen "the weak things of the world" to undo the strong, has chosen what the world
regards as silliness and weakness for the revelation of God's wisdom and power?

Bringing this light to darkness will always be a difficult but immediate task of the
Church. To make sure we neither forget the responsibility nor shrink from its difficulty we gather
for this Eucharist. Thanksgiving it is called, which means there is something for which to give
thanks, a promise to be received, a body of which to be members. And because we may give
thanks for the promised mercy, we may also continue to speak, taking upon ourselves Paul's
charge, to reveal the promise and the mercy to those who in this world are otherwise without God
and without hope.

Feast of the Epiphany--January 4, 1976—CNR 

The Feast of the Epiphany is a feast of Christmastide, unfolding further the great themes
which it has been our blessing to celebrate during these past days. In our readings it is especially
the feast of the light that has dawned upon our darkness by the coming of Christ.

The splendid text from Isaiah calls upon Jerusalem to rejoice over the fulfilment of the
prophecies of her restoration: while darkness covers the earth and thick clouds the peoples, over
Sion shines the glory of the Lord. But it is a glory that quickly becomes the light of the nations,
for they come to her, their kings walking in her radiance. The prophet's word thus prepares for
the Gospel-account of the coming and worship of the magi, mysterious men from the East, who
see what God's own did not see, the appearing of the light that is the Messiah, so that they fall
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down in worship of the one whom Jerusalem only fears. Matthew has in this simple story
anticipated and encapsulated the great theme of his Gospel.

It is left to Paul to speak more theologically of the same theme. In Christ has appeared
God's great mystery, unknown in former ages, his plan of salvation, the appearance on earth, in
our flesh and blood, visible, audible, tangible, of the reconciling love of God. And Paul, Jew of
the Jews, Pharisee of the Pharisees, stands now in awe that the Gentile nations too are given to
know this mystery, that they "are now co-heirs with the Jews, members of the same body and
sharers of the promise through the preaching of the gospel."

It is upon us, of course, in this congregation, that this same dawn now breaks. The
metaphor, in a sense, breaks down, does it not? For darkness has no choice but to flee at the
coming of light, while there is something in us that can refuse to be enlightened. Jerusalem,
according to the Gospel-reading, was thrown into terror at the magi's' message. "He came unto
his own," says John's Prologue, "and his own received him not." There are ways in which Cod
can quietly seek to make his light prevail, and we must let them be--not snuff them out or hide
them away–so that what at first may be mere dim snatches of light can break into bright and
warm flame. It is upon us that the glory of the Lord in the face of Christ Jesus seeks today to
shine.

If we see this light arise and come to worship Christ, then the light will come down again
onto our earth, in us, the Church, as we seek to reflect its brilliance. For God still seeks to work
in mystery--in our flesh and blood, visibly, audibly, tangibly, It is in our bodies, on our faces, in
our words and deeds, that Christ's light may continue to dawn for others today. Our faith, our
hope, our love can be genuine light for our world, net our light, but Christ's, and that is a light for
which many people will still come from afar and with great longing and effort seek to walk by its
shining radiance. Let us believe and know then that it is to us that the prophet calls: "Rise up in
splendor, Jerusalem! Your light has come, and upon you shines the glory of the Lord!"

Feast of the Epiphany--January 2, 1977--CNR

Epiphany, every homily delivered today must at some time note, means "manifestation."
While it is in one sense a further celebration of the Christmas manifestation of the love of God to
all men, the Feast of the Epiphany is in a special way the celebration of the bursting of the
boundaries of religious community in the manifestation of God's word and grace to the pagan
nations. The prophet's glorious vision of the pilgrimage of the nations to Israel's light is fulfilled
in the story of the Magi travelling by the light of God's call to the birthplace of Christ; and this
central theme of Matthew's Gospel is also the main subject of the Letter to the Ephesians: "in
Christ Jesus the Gentiles are now co-heirs with the Jews, members of the same body and sharers
of the promise through the preaching of the Gospel."

This theme is, of course, simply another manifestation of the basis and center of the
Gospel: that all is grace. Ethnic, national, even religious considerations do not count ultimately:
men come before God utterly equal--all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God--and
they are received and welcomed by God out of his utterly free love, which makes at least possible
(even if it is so hard of realization) a Church which is one because it is universal, universal
because it is one.
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That center and basis must determine our own stance before God and with one another.
None of us approaches God with more to plead than any other. The sad thing is that so often we
will not remember this when we turn from our prayer to meet our brothers and sisters. Then all
the differences suddenly reappear, and we want to deal with one another again on the basis of
merit and deed, background and culture, education and sensitivity--all the criteria that distinguish
us. The great challenge is to admit into our dealings with one another the fundamental truth we
cannot but admit when we come face to face with the God of grace.

But, if this is a feast of manifestation, then it is a feast of something new—something new
historically, which never appeared in full light before Christ--but something new also in the sense
that we have constantly to keep it before us, lest we fall back into what Christ should have made
old and feeble. God would manifest himself again to us, and in himself he would also manifest
new selves to us, selves of an equal generosity, of a catholic spirit, servants of a peace built upon
something more secure than our ordinary compromises with disagreement, eager for a
community, a family, for which Christ is light and life and unity enough.

Feast of the Epiphany - January 3, 1987 - National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception

In recent years the Church has moved the celebration of the Feast of the Epiphany from
its traditional date of January 6th to a Sunday. If this undercuts the ancient tradition of the twelve
days of Christmas, it does make it more likely that many more Catholics will take part in the
wonderful liturgy for this day. In the Eastern Churches, in fact, Epiphany is considered to be the
full celebration of the coming of Christ, even more important than Christmas itself. And the
readings show us why. 

All three of them present the full manifestation of the mystery of Christ as the gathering
of the nations of the world into the People of God. Jerusalem the prophet Isaiah calls to rise up in
splendor, to see the glory of the Lord shining upon her. This passage, proclaimed during Israel's
exile in Babylon, predicts the return of her scattered children, the restoration of Israel. But it ends
with all the pagan nations also coming, bringing their wealth to Israel and sharing in her glory. 

The story of the Magi in Matthew's Gospel shows the fulfilment of this prophecy.
Strangers, probably pagans, from the East come, seeking the king of the Jews to pay him
homage. While they come in faith and hope, Herod sees only a threat to his power. The story thus
becomes a miniature of the whole of this Gospel, containing in a nutshell the rejection of Christ
by the leaders of his own people, but the expansion of Christ's call out to the nations, thus
anticipating the final words of the Gospel in which Christ will command the disciples to "go,
teach all nations." 

Finally, in the Epistle to the Ephesians, we hear Paul speaking in almost awe-struck terms
of the mystery which God had given him to minister: the mystery hidden for ages, but now
revealed to the Christian apostles and prophets: that the Gentiles too, the pagans, were now,
alongside and in communion with the Jews, in Christ "members of the same body and sharers in
the promise through the preaching of the Gospel." This is almost a meditation by Paul on his
whole life's work, for he was the man chosen especially to bring the revelation of Christ beyond
Israel to the whole world.  

I suspect that today we no longer find all this so mysterious or awe-inspiring. We take for
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granted today the manifestation of Christ which these texts describe. We are the heirs of that
universal missionary activity. But perhaps we should today at least reflect on this and wonder
why we do not wonder at it.  

For this feast and its biblical texts require us to think about our own Church. We call our
Church "Catholic," and we do so because of what we celebrate today. For the mystery of Christ,
of the manifestation of God's truth and grace in him, was and is not a message designed just for
the people of Israel. The message about him was too explosive to be confined only to one nation
on earth. The light that it casts upon God, upon humanity, upon the world was too brilliant to be
put under a bushel basket. It was meant to shine all over the world as the Apostles went out to
tell them of what God had done in Christ. And it was so bright that other nations, symbolized in
the Magi, were drawn to it.  

We are celebrating, in other words, the catholic character of our Christianity. And this is
something that we have learned to appreciate more fully since the Second Vatican Council. The
Church is catholic not just because it is found all over the world, but because the preaching of the
Gospel casts its light over every nation, culture and race, purifying and redeeming them. And
every race, culture, and nation, in turn, is to bring all its resources and goods to the Church as
well. And it is through this interaction of the Gospel and the variety of cultures that the one,
universal Church is built up, which while being one Church is also in Africa an African Church,
in Asia an Asain Church, in America an American Church. In a city like Washington and a
church like this Shrine, we have only to look around at those worshipping alongside us. For all
the differences in our color, in our languages, in our customs, we are all here as one community
of faith, brothers and sisters in the Lord.  

This is something for which we should give thanks today. But it is also something which
we should recognize also as a responsibility that falls on us. For one of the reasons why we may
take the mystery of today's feast for granted may be that we have come to think that the light of
Christ is meant to shine only on the Church. Perhaps we have become content with Christmas
being only a Christian feast. If so, this feast--in which the light of Christ shines over Israel, yes,
but beyond Israel too, in which the nations walk in its light as well, can make us realize that we,
Christ's disciples today, must make sure that our wonderful light is not hidden under a bushel, but
is something that can illuminate all our lives and the life of our society. Catholic means "whole"
and "universal;" and that means that Christ is supposed to guide every aspect of our lives and to
shine over all human affairs. We today are supposed to be the apostles who, like Paul, take this
message out to others and to all the corners of our lives; and because of the light that shines upon
and within this Church of ours, today there should be others who, like the Magi, come because
they have seen it and want to pay homage to the one from whom it shines.

If this happens, then Epiphany will happen again, and the awesome mystery Paul
recognized will be accomplished again. May God grant that we and all the communities of faith
who celebrate this feast all over the world today may ourselves be for our world and time a
renewed manifestation--epiphany--of Christ.

FEAST OF THE EPIPHANY - JANUARY 3, 1993 - BLESSED SACRAMENT

In many countries this feast of the Epiphany is as important as, and even more important
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than, the feast of Christmas. Celebrated on January 6th, it brings to a close the twelve days of
Christmas, ending the season and opening upon the beginnings of the public ministry of Jesus
with the celebration of the feast of the baptism of the Lord.

As it is now celebrated in the western Church, the focus of the readings is obviously on
the manifestation of the light of Christ to all the nations of the world. The passage from
Matthew's Gospel on the coming of the Magi sets out in concentrated form what would be one of
the great themes of the First Gospel: that the presence of the Messiah on earth was not
recognized by his own people but was welcomed by other nations, symbolized here by the the
astrologers from the East. In this event the wonderful prophecies of Isaiah are considered to be
fulfilled, whereby the light over Israel now illumines all the nations, which come together to
proclaim the praises of the Lord. And this same theme is the very Mystery which Paul says he
was called to preach: that "in Christ Jesus the Gentiles are now co-heirs with the Jews, members
of the same body and sharers of the promise through the preaching of the gospel."

To reach this universalism was no small achievement of the early Church. It meant that
the Church had to move outside the limits of Judaism and to embrace a mission that would
extend to every nation and culture on earth. Christianity could not be confined to any ethnic or
racial group: it was to be catholic: all-embracing. And throughout its history the Church assumed
this task in successive waves of missionary activity, giving it its extraordinary geographical
universality.

Since the Second Vatican Council we have witnessed in our Church a deepened
consciousness of another dimension of this catholicity: the need for the Church to become
genuinely local churches in the various cultures of the world: to be at home in Asia, in Africa, in
America. This has involved a certain critique of uniformity and centralization in the Church, and
the effort to make the individual churches concretely catholic, so that the unity of the one
worldwide Church is not a unity in spite of difference, but a unity-in-variety, and a variety-in-
unity. Many of the tensions that have arisen in recent decades in the Church derive from this
effort at reconciling differences and unity.

In our own Church, here in the United States, this orientation can move us to ask how it is
that Christ's Church, in our circumstances and facing our challenges, can reflect the light of
Christ that this day has dawned. Whether the Church does in fact reflect Christ's light is not
something decided simply in Rome or by a bishop and his priests; it is something decided also by
each of us singly and all of us as a community: whether, that is, our lives reveal that something
new and definitive has appeared in the world with Jesus Christ, with the power to inspire and to
guide human lives, to give them hope, to orient them in love. We who assemble here are the
Church in this place: we are the beneficiaries of the light whose epiphany we celebrate, and we
will be the ones to decide if this light shines also on our own world today.

FEAST OF THE EPIPHANY - JANUARY 8, 1995 - BLESSED SACRAMENT

Before Christmas was taken over by commercial interests, which place all the emphasis on
the weeks before, the great mystery was celebrated during what were known as "the twelve days of
Christmas," which came to a climactic end in the feast we keep today. The Epiphany is a kind of
recapitulation, a second celebration, of the gift of God to us in Christ, with now, through the Gospel,
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the emphasis falling on the radiance of its light out beyond the Jewish people to the nations of the
world, symbolized in the Magi.

"Epiphany," as we have always heard on this day since we were children, means
"appearance," "manifestation." In Greek it is an ordinary word, which can refer to the simple
appearance, outward showing of anything. It is perhaps worth reflecting for a moment on the
ordinariness of the word, if we are to grasp the extra-ordinary character of what we celebrate.

We live our lives in a world which is first mediated to us by our senses. There is the physical
world of our experience, of what we see and hear, touch and taste and smell. There is the immensely
larger world that is mediated to us by the reports of the experiences of others. There is the social
world, already constructed, already "there", when we come into the world: the world men and
women have made before us, the world of family, community, society, culture. All of these worlds
make up what we call "the real world," the objective world, the world we have to take into account,
live in, deal with, accept, and, possibly also, to change.

An "objective" world, a "given" world, then: a world to be received: coming to us from
outside ourselves. What we have been celebrating these two weeks is the claim that this world of
appearances, of manifestations, of "givens," includes the manifestation, the appearance, the gift of
God himself in the person of Jesus of Nazareth. Something of the awe this should inspire is still felt
in the stuttering opening sentences of the First Epistle of John: "What was from the beginning--what
we have heard--what we have seen with our own eyes--what we have looked upon and our own
hands have touched--the Word of life. And the life appeared, and we have seen and now testify and
announce to you the life eternal which was with the Father and has appeared to us." Eyes once saw,
ears once heard, hands once touched the Word of life. The eternal life, which was from the
beginning, has appeared, entered the world of human experience.

The ones who saw it, heard it, touched it, are long since dead, of course. But what was seen
and heard and touched is not dead; it lives on. Where and how does it live on? It lives on in us:
otherwise why are we here in this place, at this hour, for this purpose? Our ordinary lives include this
quite extraordinary thing that we have come to do here today, at this very moment. We have come
to encounter through faith and in sacramental form what human eyes once saw and ears once heard
and hands once touched. There is no other meaning to our assembling here. The life once
encountered in Jesus of Nazareth, the life once made possible by him, is still encountered, still made
possible; it is an eternal life.

And our encounter with the life that once appeared is possible only because those to whom
it first appeared did not remain silent about it. The passage from John's Epistle continues: "What we
have seen and heard we announce to you so that you may have fellowship with us and our fellowship
is with the Father and with his Son Jesus Christ. And these things we write to you that you may
rejoice and our joy may be full." The encounter with the word of life made possible a new
fellowship, a new communion, which was nothing less than a share in God's life, and which spread
out also horizontally into a new fellowship, a new common life among those who had seen and heard
and touched him. And that communion has also spread out across time until it has enveloped us also,
embraced us in the same common life, increasing, completing the joy of the first witnesses to whom
the word of life appeared, increasing, completing also the joy of the Father who grieved until his
prodigal son came home and could not fully enjoy his return until the feast included the elder,
resentful son.
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It is not possible, of course, to enter into this joy without desiring that others also experience
it. This means that what the first witnesses announced with such awe and joy it now falls to us to
announce to others: to our children, to our communities, to our society, to our culture. It is now up
to us to see to it that the real world into which people are introduced today includes the message of
eternal life that became flesh in Jesus Christ, includes also the fellowship that message makes
possible. If today, people can no longer actually see and hear and touch the word of life, they can see
and hear and touch us. Our lives, our individual Christian lives, our life as the Christian community,
now become the enfleshment, the incarnation, the embodiment of the word of life. What appeared
in Jesus of Nazareth must now appear in us. We are supposed to be today the epiphany of God's truth
and grace.

FEAST OF THE EPIPHANY - JANUARY 2, 2000 - BLESSED SACRAMENT

This feast used to be celebrated on January 6th, and was considered to bring the Christmas
season to an end--the twelfth day of Christmas. In many countries and regions it retains its
importance and it is a holiday in Italy still. Here we are permitted to move it to the second Sunday
after Christmas, and what it loses in symbolic importance it perhaps gains by being celebrated by
more people than would typically come to a Mass during the week.

The emphasis, as our Scripture readings make clear, is on the revelation, manifestation,
epiphany, of Christ as the light of the nations. Matthew’s Gospel, as you know, ends with the
missionary mandate of Christ that the disciples go and make disciples of all nations; and this charge
is anticipated in the story of the men from the East who come to worship the Christ whom the leaders
of his own people do not recognize, thus fulfilling also the prophecy we heard in the first reading.
Between the prophecy and the fulfilment comes the meditation of St. Paul who was the great herald
of the mystery hidden for ages: that the Gentiles are now coheirs with the Jews, members of the same
body, and copartners in the promise.

We may ourselves barely sense the awe with which the Apostle so solemnly announces that
mystery, so accustomed are we to thinking of Christianity as a world-religion. But he was serving
and promoting the most important decision made in the 2000-year history of Christianity--the
breaking of the bonds of Judaism in order to bring the Gospel to peoples of every land, nation, and
language. We are the latest beneficiaries of that decision, we are the ones who have become coheirs,
copartners, members of the same body. It is the origins of a genuinely Catholic Church that we are
celebrating today.

We should not think too narrowly of this dimension of our Christian existence, thinking of
it simply as something that characterizes our assembly within this sacred building. The catholicity
of the Church, displayed here in a gathering that disregards our ethnic and racial backgrounds and
brings us into one body in Christ, is supposed to be the sign and instrument of the unity of the whole
human race, a reminder of the origin in God of all individuals and all peoples, an overcoming of the
splintering of that primeval unity, an anticipation of the universal assembly of the just in God’s
Kingdom. St. Paul spoke of it when he said that in Christ there is neither Jew nor Greek, barbarian
or Scythian, but we are all one in him.

This is not a narrowly religious truth. It is a truth that ought to have concrete repercussions
in the world, and never so urgently as when, as many commentators have noted, we face the dangers
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of a revival of nationalism and of the rekindling of ancient ethnic hatreds. The Church ought to
represent a great truth about the human race: that in Christ there is neither Hutu nor Tutsi, Serb or
Croat or Albanian, black or white, rich or poor. Simply by updating the language of the Apostle in
that way we ought to realize that the catholicity of the Church--the redemptive integration of
diversity in Christ--is not only a mark of the Church but something our world itself desperately
needs. That Christians have so often failed to display that integration in our own assemblies, that
they have so often been unable to overcome the hatreds that divide peoples, that they have even used
their supposedly Catholic faith to intensify them--these are among the things that the present Pope
is especially alert to, grounds for that act of repentance that he wishes to be part of our celebration
of this great Jubilee year. He hopes for better things during a third millennium of Christianity than
its second millennium displayed.

If we are the heirs of the promise in Christ Jesus, we are supposed also to be its latest heralds,
instruments of a Gospel and a grace that still has something to say to our world.

FEAST OF THE EPIPHANY - JANUARY 5, 1997 - BLESSED SACRAMENT

Today might be called the feast of the catholicity of Christ. It is called, of course, the
"Epiphany," the manifestation of Christ. But it is clear from all three readings that what we are
celebrating is not some private event, of interest only to one people, not only for the Chosen People,
but something that 'was intended for all nations, for the whole world. Isaiah tells this in prohecy;
Matthew's Gospel symbolizes it in the coming of the Magi; Paul meditates on it as the great mystery
to which he has devoted his life. Jesus Christ, the feast is saying, is a light for all nations and
peoples.

There is at least a paradox and, some people would say, even a scandal in this claim. Jesus
of Nazareth was a single human being, who lived two thousand years ago, in a small country in an
unimportant section of the Roman Empire. We now know that human history began hundreds of
thousands of years before him, that millions. of people have lived and live even today in ignorance
of him, that other societies have devised religions and cultures of great value of their own. How can
Christians still cling to their claims about Jesus Christ, that he is, in some unique and transcendent
sense, the only Savior, the light of the world? How can someone so particular be of such universal
significance?

The questions arise, and they are not unique to our generation, although some contemporary
theologians have been inclined because of this challenge to surrender some of the claims Christianity
has always made for Jesus Christ. But personally I think they have been too hasty in coming to this
conclusion. What the Scriptures are saying today, what they say in nearly every liturgy, should not
be so easily set aside.

They do not require us to say that there is nothing of truth, light or power in other religions
or cultures, and this was something that was recognized very early, even in the New Testament itself,
when Christians recognized that God had not left other peoples and nations in complete darkness,
without any knowledge of him or his ways. But they maintained, as the Church has ever since, that
there is a unique gift of God to us in Christ, and one which is able to draw to itself all the riches of
the cultures of the world, all the truths that their religions have discovered and treasured. All those
truths were themselves part of the great Truth which Christ himself is, and nothing that is valuable
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and genuine in them needs to be left behind when one comes to believe in Christ as the Incarnate
Word of God. Christ is a catholic Truth, that is, an inclusive, integrating center around which may
be retained and maintained all that is true, no matter where and by whom it is discovered.

From the catholicity of Christ should follow the catholicity of the Church. In the last few
decades we have gained a new appreciation of catholicity, not as a single culture, primarily
European, but as a rich diversity of many cultures, Asian, African, American, etc., and all over the
world, including in our own country, one of the most exciting developments has been the effort to
bring all these diverse riches into the Church. But along with the richness of this diversity comes the
need also to make sure that it is a unified diversity, an integrated diversity, a coherent whole. There
have been too many examples in history and there are too many examples today of an over--
inculturation of Christianity, so that it becomes more important for people that they be Serbian or
Croatian, Hutu or Tutsi, North or South American, than that they be Christian and Catholic. This
feast should be a reminder to us that Christ came to gather all the nations into one, to relativize
ethnic and national and linguistic differences, to overcome all the alienations that have divided
individuals, ethnic groups, nations, from one another. The Church is supposed to be Catholic,
all-inclusive, all-integrating.

Perhaps we need only look around us at this liturgy to recognize this. When we came into this
Church this morning, we didn’t have to hand over some sort of passport to guarantee our ethnic or
racial or national purity. We came here, each of us, in all the diversity of our individual selves, of
our ethnic or racial backgrounds, expecting to be welcome here, and, I trust, none of us feels that he
or she is more worthy to be here than the other people, of different background, who are here with
us. Catholicity is a characteristic of this assembly here this morning, and it is supposed to be a
characteristic of every community which gathers under the name of Jesus Christ.

This is something which the Church, meaning all the assemblies like this our own, has to
bring to our world today. There are still too many quarrels and even open wars, even genocides,
being carried out in the name of racial or ethnic purity. One of the great, perhaps the greatest,
contributions the Church can make to society and history is precisely this: to give a demonstration
that the differences which have led to so much hatred, enmity, bloodshed, can be transcended if
people will recognize that they all stand under the word and grace of God, of which no group is less
worthy than any other, that they will come up together to eat the same bread and drink the same cup,
that they will all become the one Body of Christ. And if they do not recognize that in the Eucharist
they are to become the Body they receive, a Body in which there is no longer Jew or Greek, barbarian
or Scythian, male or female, then they will have failed to render genuine worship to God, they will
have failed to become his catholic Church.

And this catholicity, this inclusiveness, this integration, is not supposed to be something that
only marks us as we gather inside this church. It is supposed to mark the way we deal with others
when we leave here. Out in the world, still too divided, still too alienated, we have words to say and
things to do to try to live this catholicity out. If we try to do this, then we will have become what the
Second Vatican Council said the Church should be: a sign and instrument of the unity of the whole
human race and of our intimate unity with God. If we try to do this, then the light that appeared to
the nations in the epiphany of Jesus Christ will continue to shine today.

FEAST OF THE EPIPHANY - JANUARY 4, 1998 - BLESSED SACRAMENT



12

The great German Catholic theologian, Karl Rahner, interpreting the significance of the
Second Vatican Council, suggested that Church history could be divided into three great eras. The
first was that of Jewish Christianity, the very early decades of the Church's existence, marked by a
keen consciousness of the fulfilment of Israel's expectation of restoration and renewal accomplished
in Christ. The second age dawned as the Church emerged out of its Jewish matrix with the
conviction that, as is illustrated in the scriptural readings today, the saving plan of God was not
meant for Israel alone but that all the nations of the world were to shine with the glory of the Lord.
The missionary efforts that this conviction inspired were most successful in the lands that were to
become Europe, and so this second age was characterized by the cultures the Church encountered
in those lands and transformed into the Christian civilization of the West. Rahner suggested that the
real significance of Vatican II was that it marked the dawning of a third age, in which the Church
would now become genuinely global, universal, because it would undertake a similar effort to
embody itself in the various countries of the world: European in Europe but Asian in Asia, African
in Africa, American in the Americas.

For all its oversimplification--it is not clear that 2000 years of history can be so easily
divided--Rahner's thesis has helped to inspire a theory and practice of genuinely and concretely
Catholic Christianity. The Gospel would be distinguished from its cultural mediations so that the
latter were not imposed as necessary elements of Christian faith and life. The vogue-word for this
effort was "inculturation," the attempt to make Christianity at home in the world's various cultures
and to make it an internal vector in their development. Hilary Belloc's famous saying--that "Europe
is the faith, and the faith is Europe"--would no longer govern attitudes and behavior, but, as the
prophet foretold, the cultural wealth of all the nations would now enrich the Church.

It is a great vision, one which we are only beginning to realize, intellectually and in fact. But
to recognize its true character, we have to recognize that it builds upon a profound sense of the unity
of the whole race which was one as it emerged from the hand of the Creator, which is one in its
sinful alienation from him, which is one as the object of Christ's redemptive love and sacrifice,
which is meant to be one when gathered under his headship and by the power of his Spirit. This
stands in opposition to all efforts to erect particular manifestations of the human into absolutes, as
so often happens when race, ethnic background, social status, economic condition, etc. become the
principles that bring people together and exclude others. The unity of God's creative intention, of
Christ's redemptive reconciliation, and of the Kingdom's realization is supposed to be reflected in
every particular Christian community, such as this one today, where the only conditions for
participation are repentance and faith, so that everyone is welcome, Greeks and Jews, barbarians and
even Scythians, to use St. Paul's phrase.

These two dimensions must be kept in tension: the desire for the Church to be genuinely at
home in the diversity of cultures and the desire for this diversity to be integrated in a single
community of faith. Catholicity is not simply diversity, it is diversity-in-unity. If the unity is not to
be achieved by cultural uniformity, neither should the grateful acknowledgment of diversity be
allowed to encourage isolation and new forms of separatism. It would be a great and very concrete
contribution that a genuinely Catholic Church could make to our world in its historical development
if we could keep alive these two dimensions of diversity in unity. Think of what it could mean for
relations among the races in our own country and city. Think of the horrors of what a genuine sense
of Catholicity might have been able to prevent in Rwanda and Burundi or in the former Yugoslavia.
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Think of what it might mean for our relations with others if we were to treat one another in our
everyday relationships in a way that reflects what we are experiencing here and now as we all gather
here under the same Word of God, whites and blacks, rich and poor, powerful and weak,
Republicans and Democrats, European and African and Asian in background--no one of us more
worthy of Christ's light and grace, no one of us less unworthy, all of us the Body of Christ. If we ever
wonder whether Christianity has anything to offer the world, we don't have to look beyond this
experience of Christ's universal embrace, brought to us through word and sacrament, the great gift
we receive here, the great gift we can bring to the world outside this gathering.

If we can appreciate this, we will have begun to recognize that the adjective we use to
describe the Church--Catholic--is no mere denominational title but describes what is at once one of
God's greatest gifts and one of our greatest tasks. 

FEAST OF THE EPIPHANY - JANUARY 3, 1999 - BLESSED SACRAMENT

The scriptural readings we have just heard concentrate our attention on the catholic character
of the event of Christ. Isaiah the prophet anticipates the gathering of the nations in a restored
Jerusalem. Matthew the evangelist presents the magi as representatives of the nations that will come
to worship Christ. And Paul the apostle speaks with wonder of the fulfilment of the prophecy in the
mystery of which he himself had the ministry: that "in Christ Jesus the Gentiles are now co-heirs
with the Jews, members of the same body, and sharers of the promise."

The fulfilment of the ancient prophecy in the shattering of the ethnically centered religion
of Judaism was the most revolutionary event in the history of the Church. It was not only the
fulfilment of the missionary mandate Christ gave to the apostles, but also the implication of what
the first disciples of Jesus came to understand had occurred in him: that God was in him reconciling
the world to himself, and that reconciliation was not only to bring individuals back to God but was
to overcome the divisions that separated individuals from individuals, groups from groups, and
nations from nations. Reconciliation with the God of heaven requires reconciliation among the
peoples of the earth.

That is why the Church is called "catholic." It is supposed to be universal, not just in a
geographical sense, but in an inclusive, integrative sense. What the prophet called "the riches of the
nations" were to be brought to Christ, not material riches but the riches of the various human
cultures, all of their voices represented in the chorus of praise being sung to God. A choir is a good
metaphor: many voices, of different quality and timbre, base and tenor, alto and soprano, but in their
variety joining in a single polyphonic hymn--diversity integrated into unity, unity embodied in
diversity.

A recovery of this sense of catholicity is one of the achievements of Catholic theology in this
century, confirmed at the Second Vatican Council whose documents, from beginning to end, are
marked by a powerful sense of the Church as a sacrament, a sign and instrument, of the unity in and
for which God created the human race. This recognition has given birth to a powerful effort to
overcome the Euro-centric character of western Christendom and to inculturate the Gospel in the
variety of the world's cultures, most visibly in the shift from a single Latin liturgy which in a way
floated over local cultures to the variety of forms and languages of worship that now mark the way
in which the one Church praises God in the many local Churches.
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But the recovery of the deep meaning of catholicity had still fuller implications. It was
undertaken in part as a response to events of this century which massively and cruelly contradicted
the divinely intended unity of the human race: two world wars, the rise of totalitarian empires,
racism, nationalism, ethnic purity. That these threats have not disappeared is clear enough still today
as we witness the revival of ethnically based nationalisms and the bloody results in such places as
the former Yugoslavia and parts of Africa. Before such events, in the light of such persisting
tendencies toward division and hostility, a lived sense of catholicity is not just something that should
mark the inner life of a genuinely catholic Church but something that has consequences for the future
of humanity. St. Paul spoke of the wall of enmity between Jew and Gentile being broken down in
Christ, and that should be a symbol of the mission of the Church to break down other barriers of
hostility both within the Church and in the larger world. We are supposed to be a Church in which
everyone is welcome--Jew and Greek, slave and freeman, male and female, barbarian and even
Scythian--as Paul put it--black and white, Hispanic and Anglo, Serb and Croat, Hutu and Tutsi--as
we might put it today. And if we were genuinely to realize such reconciled, integrated diversity
within the Church, the larger world would begin to be different, as across differences, within
differences, we would recognize our common dependence on God, our common sinfulness, our
common reception of a grace of which none of us is more worthy, our common destiny in a Kingdom
where every nation, race, and tongue will be represented--all of this wonderfully symbolized in this
eucharistic gathering, where all of us listen to one Word of God and all of us come, equally
unworthily, in all our personal and cultural individuality, to receive the one Body of Christ in order
to become the one Body of Christ that is the Church.

This is all profoundly mysterious--we are dealing with the heart of what it means to be a
Christian and of what it means to be a Church. But it is also sharply relevant. We do not leave the
world when we enter this church. We are the world in this area--different in personality, in private
challenges, in states of health, in social status, in economic condition--and we bring all this with us
when we come here. But all of these differences are supposed to be transcended here, in this moment
of common faith and common praise and common gift. And when we go out from this church today
we do not cease to be a catholic Church. We are the Church in this part of the world, and the world
of larger and persistent concerns is supposed to be different because of what we have experienced
here, experienced, yes, in our innermost hearts and in their relationship to God, but experienced also
in our relationships with those with whom we believe and worship. Where the Church is genuinely
catholic, the world is different, and the ancient prophecy is once more fulfilled. That would be a real
Epiphany.

FEAST OF THE EPIPHANY - JANUARY 6, 2002 - BLESSED SACRAMENT

The emphasis of today’s readings falls entirely on the universality of God’s grace, revelation,
and salvation. The prophet Isaiah predicts the fulfilment of exiled Israel’s hopes, the dawning of
God’s radiant light over her; but this will be the occasion also of the gathering of the nations, drawn
towards the brightness of God’s glory. With conscious reference to that prophecy, St. Matthew, at
the beginning of his Gospel, portrays the magi coming from the east, anticipating by their adoration
and gifts the gathering in of the nations that will be the great mandate assigned at the end of the
Gospel to the apostles: “Go, make disciples of all nations...” And in the brief passage from St. Paul’s
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Epistle to the Ephesians one can still sense the awe that he feels at the historic mission that was
given to him: to make known and to realize the great truth that “the Gentiles (the nations) are
coheirs, members of the same body, and copartners of the promise of Christ Jesus through the
gospel.” We celebrate the catholicity, the wholeness, the integrity of the gift of God in Christ.

We proclaim this great mark of Christianity each time we recite the Creed and confess that
we believe in the one and catholic Church. “Catholic” is one of the most ancient self-descriptions
of the Church. It refers not only and not principally to the geographical extension of the Church, but
to the effort that the Church, by Christ’s mandate, must always undertake: to bring the varied and
multiple gifts of human peoples, nations, races, languages together in Christ. And this is something
that is not simply true of the whole Church spread throughout the world; it must also be true of every
gathering of a community of faith that wants to be and to be recognized as catholic. St. Paul said that
in Christ there was no longer Gentile and Jew, slave and freeman, female or male, but all were one
in Christ; and as he in another letter extended it further to say that there was also no longer barbarian
or Scythian, so we can extend it today and say that in Christ there should no longer be black nor
white, rich nor poor, Tutu nor Hutsi, Serb nor Croat, Arab nor Jew. All these differences are
supposed to be overcome in the Church, in the whole Church, and in every individual Church, and
that means also in this congregation where everyone who believes should be welcomed.

I say this is what should be the case in the Church: we should be a community where the
human differences are redemptively integrated in Christ and by the love of the Holy Spirit.
Unfortunately, the Church has not always been catholic but has often divided itself up along ethnic
or racial lines: we had experience of that in this country, indeed in this city, where the racial
integration of our churches and schools is only a half-century old. Among the many sins and failings
of Christians over the centuries, for which the pope has asked us to express our sorrow and regret,
are many such violations of our catholicity, of our allowing ourselves to become the victims and
even the consecrators of various kinds of nationalism and ethnocentrism.

This is not simply a matter of the Church’s inner definition. The Church is supposed to be
a sacrament, a sign and instrument, of the unity of the human race under God and of the union of us
all with God. We are supposed to symbolize, to make real, the original unity of humanity as created
by God and as restored, after the shattering, splintering effects of sin, by Christ and as promised in
the Kingdom of God. This is not just a mark of our gathering in this church this morning; it is a
mission in the world that we are called to live out, both as individuals and as a community. In the
Church, in our congregations, in us, the barriers of division are supposed to come down and a new
thing, a new social body, is supposed to become a reality in our world.

At a moment in which in so many places on earth ancient enmities are proving themselves
to be as fierce and as bloody as ever, this is perhaps one of the most urgent duties the Church and
we Christians have to assume. We celebrate catholicity today, both as the gift that has brought us
together in Christ and as the task we undertake in and for the world.

FEAST OF THE EPIPHANY - JANUARY 5, 2003 - BLESSED SACRAMENT

St. Matthew’s Gospel ends with perhaps the best-known of the missionary mandates of
Christ: “All power in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go, therefore, teach all nations,
baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to
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observe everything I have commanded you. And, behold, I am with you all days even until the
consummation of the world.” The Evangelist was writing, the scholars tell us, for a mostly Jewish-
Christian community, and these dramatic commissioning words show that even this church had come
to recognize that the teaching of Jesus was meant for a larger world.

That message does not appear for the first time at the end of the Gospel. The story of the
coming of the magi and of their adoration of the newborn Messiah already anticipates the final
commission. These magi are pagans; they come from the east, guided by a star. Their search alarms
Herod and all of Jerusalem, but while his own people do not recognize him, the magi do and they
enter and do the child homage. It is a very carefully crafted narrative, whose interest is more
theological than strictly historical. This very Jewish-Christian Gospel is bracketed at beginning and
at the end by the opening of the riches of Israel to all the nations of the world.

This was itself, of course, an important part of the messianic hopes of Israel, as illustrated
in today’s first reading. The prophet employs the metaphor of light to great effect: Jerusalem is to
rise up in splendor because her light has come and the glory of the Lord shines on her. But it is not
enough for Israel to be bathed in the Lord’s splendor: the light that shines over Israel is to be the light
for the nations. “Nations shall walk by your light, and kings by your shining radiance.” The nations
too are going to come to that light and bring their gifts, and they too will proclaim the praises of the
Lord. We can see now how Matthew’s account of the coming of the magi echoes these prophetical
themes.

And Paul, in our second reading, still has awe in his voice when he speaks of the mystery,
long hidden, that he was given to preach: “that the Gentiles are co-heirs, members of the same body,
and co-partners in the promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel.” It is almost as if Paul is in wonder
that he should be one of those who will announce the fulfilment of Isaiah’s prophecy.

These scriptural readings should permit a renewed appreciation of the catholicity of the
Church. This is not simply geographical extension all over the world; it is much more the gift and
the task that are central to the identity of the Church: that all the nations, with all their riches, are
invited into the mystery of light that is God’s revelation in Christ; that in her the differences of tribe
and nation and language are supposed to be overcome, in the one body of the Church which is the
Body of Christ himself. Catholicity means redemptive integration. 

This is supposed to characterize every assembly of the Church, especially eucharistic
assemblies like this one. No Christian should have to hesitate at our door, wondering whether they
are welcome or not; as the differences between Gentile and Jew were overcome in Christ, in the
Church, so today the differences between groups are supposed to be overcome here, in the Church,
where every believer is welcome: whites and blacks; rich and poor; Americans and foreigners;
citizens and undocumented aliens; Asians, Africans, Latin Americans; Iranians, Koreans, Iraqis. On
all these people the light of the Gospel has fallen, and they may all come here, without distinction,
equally heirs of grace and partners in God’s promise. We are taking part in a catholic assembly.

Obviously our entire world needs this same example of redemptively integrated diversity.
The whole of humanity needs redemptive reconciliation. It needs to be rescued from the enduring
problems of ethno-centrism, of nationalism, of imperialism. The Church is supposed to be a sign and
instrument of that redemption. That it has not always been this is obvious from history, not all of it
ancient. It is now our responsibility as a Church. The responsibility has been taken up by the pope
and bishops with their criticism of going to war in Iraq; and we as a community and as individuals
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have our own responsibilities to see that a profound sense of the universality of God’s gift of his love
and the universality of the light that has shone on our race in Jesus Christ has its effect on our minds
and our hearts and on our political judgments and engagements, including with regard to the
threatened war. 

The magi are said to have come from the east to Jerusalem and then to Bethlehem. Is it not
appropriate to have this text read to us at this time when Bethlehem and Jerusalem are in turmoil,
and there is a danger that people east of Israel will simply be considered as enemies? Don’t we need
even more today this feast in celebration of the catholicity of Christ’s grace and truth?

FEAST OF THE EPIPHANY - JANUARY 2, 2005 - BLESSED SACRAMENT

We have a shortened Christmas season this year. The traditional twelve days of Christmas
ran from Christmas day to the feast of the Epiphany which used to be celebrated on January 6th.
Lately, however, the feast has been moved to the second Sunday after Christmas and this year this
means that the twelve days of Christmas have been reduced to the eight days of Christmas. 

In the eastern Churches, as you may know, Epiphany is kept with greater solemnity than is
Christmas. Both feasts originated in the middle of the fourth century, Christmas in Rome and
Epiphany in Egypt, and they were both intended to celebrate the coming of the true light of the
world, Jesus Christ. The dates were chosen to provide a Christian alternative to the pagan feast of
the “Sol invictus,” the unconquered Sun, celebrated at the time of the winter solstice, as the sun
regained its strength, rose higher in the sky, and days became longer. One of the earliest Christian
mosaics in Rome shows Christ as the unconquered Sun.

In the western Church Epiphany is celebrated as the revelation of Christ to the pagan nations.
All three of our readings today point to this. Isaiah anticipates that in the days when Israel will be
restored, the redeemed people will become a light that attracts other nations, one of the most
important OT texts showing a universalistic outlook. St. Matthew’s Gospel will end with the
missionary mandate in which Jesus sends the Twelve disciples out to “Teach all nations,” and this
move is already anticipated in the story of the coming of the Magi, representing the pagan nations,
who in fact come and adore when King Herod and his court do not recognize him. The whole of the
Epistle to the Ephesians is devoted to the theme that is announced in the brief passage we heard
today: “that the Gentiles are co-heirs, members of the same body, and co-partners in the promise in
Christ Jesus through the gospel.” 

It is, I suppose, an aspect of our Christianity that we may take for granted; we understand our
Church to be “catholic,” universal, seeking the redemptive integration of all peoples.  But it was a
difficult and controversial act when early Christians first began to preach Christ to non-Jews, with
the question arising whether pagans would have to become Jews before they could become
Christians. That issue was settled within a generation or two, and the missionary expansion of the
Church proceeded at a remarkable pace. As Christianity helped shape European society and culture,
and was in turn shaped by it, it became almost natural to identify the two, and as later missionary
activities over the last several centuries brought the faith to other lands and peoples, the old question
arose anew, now in terms of whether it would be necessary for other peoples to become Europeans
in order to become Christians. This is a question that is posed today in terms of “inculturation”: how
can the Church become genuinely embedded into the various cultures of the earth? And how, if this
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task is undertaken seriously, how can the Church retain its unity in the midst of inculturated
diversity? How will we balance out the unity-in-diversity and the diversity-in-unity? Give full credit
to the variety and particularities and yet see that these are all integrated in Christ and by the Holy
Spirit. 

If we are able to accomplish this in part, we will be illustrating in our congregations–like this
one–what the Second Vatican Council meant when it spoke of the Church itself as a sacrament, a
sign and instrument of intimate union with God and of the unity of the whole human race.  That
would be a light by which all nations, the whole world, could walk.

EPIPHANY OF THE LORD - JANUARY 8, 2006 - BLESSED SACRAMENT

With this feast, whose normal day, of course, is January 6th, we bring the Christmas season
to an end. A journalist on the radio the other day expressed astonishment to learn that the twelve
days of Christmas refer to the days between Christmas and Epiphany; it appeared that this was an
epiphany to him who couldn’t understand why people weren’t ready to take their Christmas trees
down on December 26th.

The biblical texts read today make the feast revolve around the manifestation of Christ to the
Gentile nations. This is what the prophet Isaiah had foretold to Jerusalem: that “nations shall walk
by your light, the glory of the Lord shining upon her in the Messiah. The nations will see her light
and come bearing their gifts with them, and proclaiming the praises of the Lord. The fulfilment of
this and other messianic promises is what St. Matthew sees represented in the three magi, who come
from the east to worship the one whom Herod and his people do not recognize: the scene anticipates
the closing scene of the same Gospel when Jesus tells his disciples: “Go and teach all nations.” And
in an Epistle that sums up the historic mission of St. Paul, the Apostle to the nations, the mystery
unknown to earlier generations that has now been revealed to the apostles and prophets by the Spirit
is that “the Gentiles are coheirs, members of the same body, and copartners in the promise in Christ
Jesus through the Gospel.”

Two thousand years later, we take all this for granted, of course. We are tempted even to
identify Christianity with its history in the gentile nations, to the point that throughout its history
many Christians have had to be reminded of the Jewish roots of our religion. But it was not
something that could be taken for granted in the first generations of Christianity. Jesus himself had
restricted his ministry to his own people, and the first disciples preached his saving death and
resurrection to Jews alone. Only gradually did the realization dawn that if Jesus was the Messiah,
then the messianic promises of the in-gathering of the gentiles must also be fulfilled. And when
gentiles began to be admitted, there were long and difficult debates about the conditions under which
they could enter the Church, in particular whether they should be required to follow Jewish laws and
practices.: Did they in effect have to become Jews in order to become Christians?

The Epistle to the Ephesians is a vigorous assertion that the overcoming of the divide
between Jew and Gentile was at the heart of Christ’s redemptive work: the dividing wall had been
broken down, peace between the traditional enemies had been achieved through the blood of his
cross. Perhaps we can get some sense of why this mystery inspired the awe that is audible in St.
Paul’s words from thinking of the enmity that divides Jew and Arab in the Middle East today. What
a wonder it would be if that wall of division could be knocked down, and both peoples recognize
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themselves as co-heirs and co–partners in God’s promises! Well, that is something of what it meant
for Christianity to break out of the boundaries of race, nation, and ethnic group, and to become
genuinely, and concretely, catholic, that is, all-embracing, integrative of the riches of all the nations.

That is what our Church is supposed to be, at any rate. We are supposed to be a people that
already here on earth displays the all-embracing love of God, anticipating the heavenly liturgy in
which a numberless multitude “out of all nations and tribes and peoples and tongues” join in the
unceasing Alleluia of the Kingdom. In our better moments we have done this: we have not posted
a sign outside the door excluding some of God’s children from participation in the fruits of his love.
But there have been other times when we have in fact closed our doors to others, and made our
Church an instrument of racial or ethnic divisiveness, and some of the most painful of those
moments have occurred here in this country, even in this city. 

Recognizing how this betrays the mystery we are celebrating today, we can also see that when
our whole Church really is genuinely catholic, integrative, it serves an important redemptive role in
our world. More than one commentator has remarked that the great challenge to peace in this century
is likely to derive from renewed nationalism and ethno-centrism, renewed emphases on
particularisms, to the neglect of what binds us together as human beings. If we can illustrate in our
communities, and in the worldwide communion of our communities, the redemptive integration of
diversity that Christ’s teaching and love makes possible, we will be the “sign and instrument,” the
sacrament of Christ, that the Second Vatican Council called the Church to be: a sacrament of our
inmost union with God and a sacrament of the unity of the whole human race.

FEAST OF THE EPIPHANY - JANUARY 7, 2007 - BLESSED SACRAMENT

This is a feast that celebrates the catholic character of our faith. By “catholic” here I don’t
mean to refer to a particular denomination, but to make use of the word’s original meaning.
“Catholic” means “universal, general, inclusive.” But, as its etymology reveals, this universality or
generality is not simply the presence of all persons, things, aspects, etc., but their integration into a
whole. A catholic community gathers the many and makes them one.

That is the point of all three of our readings today. The beautiful passage from the prophet
Isaiah looks forward to the day when the Lord’s light shall not only attract the sons and daughters
of Jerusalem, but other “nations too shall walk by your light, and kings by your shining radiance.”
People will come from Midian and Ephah and from Sheba, “bearing gold and frankincense and
proclaiming the praises of the Lord.” The blessings of the Lord will in the age of the Messiah be not
only for the Jewish people, but for every nation and people.

Matthew’s Gospel surely has this passage in mind when it depicts the light of the star
bringing the magi from the east to pay homage to “the newborn king of the Jews.” The gifts they
bring echo the prophecy. The newborn Jesus is the Christ of Isaiah’s vision and the magi represent
the gathering of the nations under his light. Placed at the beginning of Matthew’s Gospel, the passage
anticipates the final scene in that work, when the risen Christ sends his disciples out: “Go, teach all
nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, and teaching them to observe
all that I have commanded you.” This Gospel is bracketed by the gathering of the many into one,
under Christ.

St. Paul, of course, has been called “the Apostle to the Gentiles” because he was the most
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important missionary in the apostolic age and worked out the fullest theological justification of the
inclusion of other peoples into the Church, perhaps the most fateful decision the Church has ever
made.  The fulfilment of Israel’s hopes would not be reserved solely for the Jewish people. Non-
Jews, Gentiles, would also enjoy them. As Paul said in another epistle: “In Christ there is neither
Greek nor Jew, slave nor freeman, woman nor man, but you are all one in Christ Jesus.” The
revolutionary character of this catholicizing of Christianity can still be sensed in the awe with which
St. Paul speaks of his “stewardship of God’s grace,” possible because the mystery had been revealed
to him: “that the Gentiles are co-heirs, members of the same body, and co-partners in the promise
in Christ Jesus through the gospel.” 

“You are all one in Christ Jesus.” The many, all of them, are one in Christ. This is the
redemptive integration that we profess in the Creed when we say that the Church is both one and
catholic. These are not opposite characteristics: the Church is one because it is catholic, catholic
because it is one. The many are not simply a mass of disconnected people, like the accidental group
of people who happen to find themselves on the same subway car. The many are integrated, form
a whole, are one in an essential sense. In the same Epistle to the Ephesians St. Paul indicates what
makes them one: it is their belief in, self-commitment, to one God and Father, one Lord, one Spirit;
it is their common baptism, their fellowship as the one Body of Christ that is the Church. This is
what at the heart made that new thing that was the Christian Church in the ancient world, and which
Christians as well as others called a new thing, a “third race” alongside the traditional divide between
Gentile and Jew. This new thing joined these two peoples together and integrated them into a new
whole.

That redemptive integration, which overcame the age-old hostility between Jew and Gentile,
is a model for what was to take place as the same Gospel called other peoples to the same faith in
the same God within the same Church. It is true that in the past, even in the quite recent past, the
Church has not always lived up to its catholicity, that it has in fact at times even promoted division
or even accepted it within its own body. But in its better moments the Church has served this
redemptive purpose in the larger world, been a place where the divisions that have splintered the
original unity of the human race are overcome within its common life and where the final in-
gathering of all peoples, nations, languages in the Kingdom of God is anticipated, as, for example,
in this liturgy. Everyone of us has been welcome. here. We are not here because of or in spite of our
race or nationality. We know that no one is less unworthy of being here. We have been one in the
confession of our sins, one in placing ourselves beneath the one Word of God, and in a moment we
shall be one in the faith we profess. We shall soon eat the one Body and drink from the one Cup, and
this communion in Christ will make us, in all our variety and difference, one Body, the very Body
of Christ. 

We should appreciate this gift, have something of Paul’s grateful wonder about it, try to live
out this catholicity in our personal and professional lives, work to see it realized more fully in our
world, try as Christians and as a community to be ourselves a light that reflects Christ’s light and
attracts others into the catholic unity that was God’s purpose in creating and redeeming the whole
human race.

FEAST OF THE EPIPHANY - JANUARY 6, 2008 - BLESSED SACRAMENT
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We are fortunate that this year, the feast of the Epiphany falls on a Sunday, so that its place
as Twelfth Night can be respected–the day that brings our Christmas celebration to an end. Since
there will be a baptism at this Mass, I will not speak very long.

All three biblical readings urge the theme of the revelation of Christ to the Gentiles. The story
of the Magi near the beginning of Matthew’s Gospel presents these figures coming from a foreign
land to worship Christ when his own people do not; it anticipates the last scene of this Gospel when
Christ sends his disciples out to teach and to baptize all nations. This, of course, the evangelist
considered to be the fulfilment of prophecies like the one we heard from Isaiah which was
interpreted messianically to mean that when the Messiah came, not only would Israel’s sons and
daughters return from exile, but other nations also would walk by Israel’s light. And the Epistle to
the Ephesians is in effect a summary statement of the great mystery to which St. Paul devoted his
life: “that the Gentiles are coheirs, members of the same body, and sharers in the promise in Christ
Jesus through the Gospel.”

We probably take this for granted and need only look around to see the diversity of peoples
represented in this congregation. But to be a community that gathers for reasons other than race,
ethnic group, nation, or language is not so common. The case could be argued that most violent
conflicts in human history, down to our own day, occurred because people ignored their common
humanity in favor of the claims of nation, race, or ethnic identity. To which can be added that the
Christian Church, in all of its branches, and in our own country down to the recent past, has not
seldom allowed itself to deny its own catholic character and put itself at the service of such particular
claims. To celebrate a feast such as this one, then, is a useful call to reflect on the catholicity of the
Church, on the need to work for the redemptive integration of diversity into unity around Christ and
in the Holy Spirit. It would not be the least of the gifts we as a community could make to our world
to demonstrate by our common life that a communion beyond particular identities is possible, and
to commit ourselves to promoting such a communion also in our city, in our country, in the entire
world. 

FEAST OF THE EPIPHANY - JANUARY 4, 2009 - BLESSED SACRAMENT

The two great feasts, Christmas and Epiphany, which bracket the Christmas season, the
twelve days of Christmas, originated in the first third of the fourth century, soon after the Edict of
Toleration that ended the age of persecution of Christianity. In Rome the celebration of the birth of
Christ was set for December 25th, while in Egypt the first evidence we have for what we know as
Epiphany was January 6th. These dates were not chosen because it was known on what day Christ
was born, but as a way of appropriating to Christian uses the very ancient tradition of marking the
winter solstice, when the sun begins to rise from its lowest point and the days begin to grow longer. 

In the West December 25th was this day, and pagan Romans celebrated a feast of the birthday
of the unconquered Sun (Sol Invictus).  The earliest Christian mosaic in Rome portrays Christ as this
unconquered Sun, being borne to heaven on a chariot pulled by two horses, with rays of light shining
from his head. This third-century mosaic indicates that the attempt to appropriate the symbols and
traditions of the pagan festival antedated the establishment of a feast day to celebrate the birth of
Christ. Some scholars point as a source for the symbolism a messianic interpretation of a verse of
the prophet Malachy: “To those who fear my name the Sun of justice shall arise, with healing in his
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rays.” Christ as the Sun of Righteousness replaces the Unconquered Sun of the civic feast.
I have been reading St. Augustine’s sermons for Christmas, and found that he often cites a

verse from Ps 19: “He has set his dwelling in the sun, and he, as a bridegroom coming out of his
bridal chamber, has rejoiced as a giant to run his way.” Augustine and other early Christian writers
interpreted the bridal chamber as Mary’s womb where the marriage between God and man was
consummated. Augustine also considered the fact that from the date of Christ’s birth the days grow
longer as a tribute by nature to the light that Christ is for the world.  

This light-symbolism is prominent in our first reading today. The Church considers the words
of the prophet--“Rise up in splendor, Jerusalem! Your light has come, the glory of the Lord shines
upon you!”--as applying to her, that is, to us, the Church. It is Christ’s light that shines upon us, a
light that has not illumined only the Jewish people; the prophecy has been fulfilled, and the Gentile
nations now also walk by this light. The feast of the appearance, the manifestation, of this light has
become a celebration of the gathering-in of all nations. This is what is symbolized also in the Gospel,
with the account of the coming of pagan nations to offer Christ the worship that the ruler of his own
people refuses him. And, of course, it is a light that guides them to Christ.

The light-symbolism is very ancient, and probably universal. It may be that much of its
power, and even its principal meaning, has been lost to us with the easy access to light provided by
electricity. A recent issue of the National Geographic had an article on what is being called “light
pollution” and its effects on the biological and migratory rhythms of birds and other animals. We
would have to travel some distance from our major cities before we could experience the way in
which night was experienced for the whole history of mankind on earth until the last century or so.
How many of us have experienced the pitch-black–the utter absence of light–and the various
symbols that express the uncertainty, the fear, the danger that can accompany it.

Light, of course, is necessary for us to be able to see, and the darkness-light symbolic pairing
is often linked with that of blindness-sight. In the New Testament the parallel themes are particularly
strong in John’s Gospel. Christ says, “I am the light of the world; anyone who follows me does not
walk in darkness but will have the light of life” (Jn 8:12). Then there is the link with blindness when
he says: “For judgment have I come into the world so that they who do not see may see and so that
those who see may become blind.” And to the protest of the Pharisees, he gives the awful reply: “If
you were blind, you would be without sin, but because you say, ‘We see,’ your sin remains” (Jn
9:39-41). No one, he is saying, is more blind than a person who thinks he can see and does not know
of his need for the light of the world.

The glorious world we see all around us we can see because of the light of the sun: all the
beauties of nature, mountains and plains and seas; the varieties of living creatures: plants and trees
and animals; the wondrous works of art, painting, sculpture, architecture; the sight of human bodies,
the grace of dance, the vigor of sport, but especially the beauty of faces: the infant’s, the child’s, the
nursing mother’s,  the mature beauty of the elderly.  All of these various delights to the eye are made
possible by the light of the sun. 

This is the symbol of the light that Christ brings to the eyes of the mind and the heart, when
they are opened to a new world of beauty to which they had been blind: the beauty that is the love
of God for us in Christ; the beauty of forgiveness and reconciliation; the beauty of the love, the joy,
the peace the Spirit can breathe into hearts; the beauty of liberation from various addictions into the
glorious freedom of the children of God; the beauty of lives lived selflessly, in self-giving.  All of
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these beauties, and many others, revealed or made possible by the light of the Sun of righteousness
who rises, as the prophet said, with healing in his rays. “Rise up, Jerusalem, your light has come!”

FEAST OF THE EPIPHANY - JANUARY 3, 2010 - ST. JOHN’S, GOSHEN

We used to celebrate this feast of the Epiphany on January 6th, the date that marked the
twelfth day of Christmas and brought the season to an end. Now it is possible to celebrate it on a
Sunday, so that more people will appreciate the feast, and for many people the Christmas season
seems to end a day or two after that great feast.

Light-symbolism is prominent in our biblical readings today. The words of the prophet Isaiah
in our first reading--“Rise up in splendor, Jerusalem! Your light has come, the glory of the Lord
shines upon you!”--are one of the great expressions of a fundamental Jewish hope in the centuries
before Christ and during his lifetime. Israel’s God would return as a light so brilliant that not only
would it shine upon his people but that other nations also would walk by Israel’s light, and kings by
their shining radiance. From very early on, the Church has understood the words of this prediction
as applying to her, that is, to us, the Church. It is Christ’s light that shines upon us, a light that has
not illumined only the Jewish people; the prophecy has been fulfilled, and the Gentile nations now
also walk by this light. The feast of the appearance, the manifestation, of this light has become a
celebration of the gathering-in of all nations. This is what is symbolized also in the Gospel, with the
account of the coming of pagan nations to offer Christ the worship that the ruler of his own people
refuses him. And, of course, it is the light of the star that guides them to Christ.

The light-symbolism is very ancient, and probably universal in its meaning: darkness is the
realm of fear and stumbling; light releases us from that fear and shows us the way. Much of the
power, and even the principal meaning of this symbolism may have been lost to us with the easy
access to light provided by electricity. A recent issue of the National Geographic had an article on
what is being called “light pollution” and its effects on the biological and migratory rhythms of birds
and other animals. We would have to travel some distance from our major cities before we could
experience the way in which night was experienced for the whole history of mankind on earth until
the last century or so. How often do we any longer have the experience of pitch-black–the utter
absence of light–and the various symbols that express the uncertainty, the fear, the danger that can
accompany it?

Light, of course, is necessary for us to be able to see, and the darkness-light symbolic pairing
is often linked with that of blindness-sight. In the New Testament the parallel themes are particularly
strong in John’s Gospel. Christ says, “I am the light of the world; anyone who follows me does not
walk in darkness but will have the light of life” (Jn 8:12). We find the link with blindness when he
says: “For judgment have I come into the world so that they who do not see may see and so that those
who see may become blind.” And to the protest of the Pharisees he gives the awful reply: “If you
were blind, you would be without sin, but because you say, ‘We see,’ your sin remains” (Jn 9:39-41).
No one, he is saying, is more blind than a person who thinks he can see and does not know of his
need for the light of the world.

The glorious world we see all around us we can see because of the light of the sun: all the
beauties of nature, mountains and plains and seas; the varieties of living creatures: plants and trees
and animals; the wondrous works of art, painting, sculpture, architecture; the sight of human bodies,
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the grace of dance, the vigor of sport, but especially the beauty of faces: the infant’s, the child’s, the
adult’s, the lover’s, the mature beauty of the elderly. All of these various delights to the eye are made
possible by the light of the sun. 

This is the symbol of the light that Christ brings to the eyes of the mind and the heart, when
they are opened to a new world of beauty to which they might otherwise be blind: the beauty that is
the love of God for us in Christ; the beauty of Christ’s self-sacrifice for our sakes; the beauty of
forgiveness and reconciliation; the beauty of the love, the joy, the peace the Spirit can breathe into
hearts; the beauty of liberation from various addictions into the glorious freedom of the children of
God; the beauty of lives lived selflessly, in self-giving. It may be that those of us who have been
Catholics since infancy take all this for granted: this is the world we were given to see as far back
as we can remember. Perhaps we need to listen to the tales of adult converts, many of whom speak
of their discovery of Christ and of Christ’s God as if their eyes had been opened and Christ’s light
revealed a whole world as created and redeemed by God. Recall the words of the former slave-trader
in the famous hymn: “I once was blind, but now I see.” 

Christ, who called himself the light of the world, also said to his disciples: “You are the light
of the world.”  Those words are addressed also to us today. We are supposed to be mirrors of the
light that Christ brought to the world, reflecting it in the various circumstances in which we live our
lives. If we take this charge seriously, then Christ will continue to be not only a splendid light
shining upon us Christians, but also the light to which others also will be drawn, so that our world
will be less dark, and light and sight more common.


