
 
 
Readings: Isaiah 60.1-6; Ephesians 3.1-12; Matthew 2.1-12 
 
There is a reconstruction of the 8m high separation barrier, or Wall, that surrounds Bethlehem, in 
front of and obscuring the church of St James, Piccadilly.  Today is the last day to see it if you 
haven’t already been.  Unlike the real barrier, this one will be taken down tomorrow.  It’s been part 
of the controversial ‘Bethlehem Unwrapped’ festival running over the 12 days of Christmas.  People 
have been invited to write on the wall their own responses to it, their prayers, messages of hope, 
poems and images, for all affected by it.  And they have, from all over the world, and with very 
different points of view.  There is a quote of Albert Camus, ‘live to the point of tears’, voicing the 
anguish of those whose lives have been blighted and imprisoned by this wall.  ‘Build bridges,’ says 
another, as well as ‘this wall saves lives’.  It has initiated strong debate. 
 
Projected onto the wall is a film, and in it there are some of the paintings from children at the 
Bethlehem Dar Al-Kalima school.  A quote from a teacher at that school says that once the children 
reach the age of 10 the wall is the one constant thing in every picture that they draw and paint.  This 
symbol of division, the cause of diminished lives and suffering, has become a central part of their 
everyday life.   
 
Perhaps our celebration of Epiphany, of the revelation of Christ’s light and love among us, to the 
visiting magi or wise men, in Bethlehem 2000 years ago, can help reveal to us where God is with us 
now, in Bethlehem today for those children and their families, with the people of South Sudan 
struggling to overcome ethnic conflict and broker peace, in our own experiences of fear and 
division?  What can these wise men reveal to us about how to live out of these situations with the 
assurance that truly God is with us and can speak to the walls in our own lives?    
 
Matthew encourages us to think differently about God in this story of revelation.  In a Gospel so 
focused on Christ’s coming as the fulfillment of Hebrew scripture, written for his Jewish Christian 
community, this story of the revelation of Christ to Gentiles surprises us.  It is these Gentile visitors 
from the East who are the ones to recognise the moment of ‘God with us’ in this tiny child.  They 
point us to the end of the Gospel where we hear the risen Christ’s promise in his great commission 
to the disciples, to ‘go and make disciples of all nations…’ to be ‘God with us’ for all the world.  Jesus 
comes as the Jewish Messiah but his coming is the fulfillment of hopes for the Gentiles and for all 
people.  Even at the very beginning of Jesus’s life, we see the dividing walls between races and 
cultures breaking down.  God is revealed, to overcome all divisions and differences and fears.   
 
Go past the wall at St James’s, and inside the church, there are carved wooden figures of the nativity 
that you can walk around, and the three magi or wise men are at different stages of kneeling down 
before a naked Christ child, held by Mary, not in a warm embrace, cuddled and cosseted, and 
wrapped up, but as if he had been picked up by his clamouring outstretched hands, demanding 
attention and engagement, naked and strong.  And he is being offered, unwrapped, to take hold of 
and cope with and care for.   
 
This Jesus, this vibrant life, demands a response.  As a witness to this scene we are torn between 
wanting to join the wise men, dropping to our knees, having been invited in to this precious 
moment, to offer our gifts and all that is most precious to us in response - and wanting to take hold 
of and take up the baby offered so freely.  
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Epiphany is this eye-opening experience of God revealed to us, that tears us in two:  
with wonder and awe that we too want to stay and sink to our knees.  But this revelation of God’s 
amazing love, for us and for our world also fills us with a desire to take up Jesus’s life for ourselves, 
to go beyond the stable and the few days of Christmas, and allow this vibrant life to change us and 
bring hope for the challenging situations that we live with.  
 
What happens if we kneel? (or if we are not physically able to kneel, when we come into a position 
that represents kneeling for us).  When we kneel we come into a moment of intimacy with God.  For 
the wise men, who have come to the end of their search, perhaps this is their response to being 
overwhelmed with joy.  They simply fall to their knees in thanksgiving and awe.  When we kneel 
with God, we are unencumbered, truly ourselves.  Like Jesus in his vulnerable state as a newborn 
baby, with all defenses down, disarmed, the only response for us is to come before him as he comes 
before us.  There are no barriers.  Like the wise men who are guided by the star to the stable, as we 
kneel, we can experience that sense of being overwhelmed with joy, of finding God and of being 
found in God.   
 
We come and kneel and are freed from what wearies and burden us.  Free from rivalries, from fears, 
from thinking that we are insiders, or concerned that we are outsiders, from divisions, from trying 
to build our walls higher or decide which side we are on.  We are simply placing ourselves before 
God.  The God who has come to be with us.  Our barriers come down.  This is where Epiphany 
happens.  Where we experience God with us, kneeling before us; a love to strengthen us, to 
transform us, to hold us and never let us go.  As you celebrate Epiphany try kneeling for yourself 
and see what happens. 
 
It is here, unencumbered that we can offer to God the gift of who we truly are.  For the wise men 
their gifts reveal to us who Jesus is, gold a symbol of his authority as king, incense a sign of his 
divinity that he truly is of God, myrrh telling us of his suffering for the love of God and for the 
healing of the world, shown to us on the cross.  I wonder what gifts you bring and offer to Jesus that 
tell him who you are.  
 
The response of ‘beautiful resistance’ that the Bethlehem Unwrapped festival celebrates is the gift of 
the Palestinian principle of non-violent artistic expression in the face of military power.  It is life 
giving, creative and hopeful and offered for all in that troubled place.  
 
We have our own ways of expressing with our own gifts who we are in creative ways, and these gifts 
are needed especially in situations that troubles and burdens us.  This is the way to find peace and 
make peace.   
 
Having open hearts and minds to accept the unexpected gifts of others, are Epiphany moments too, 
and through them, we can be led to see where love is and be surprised by life opening up in places 
and situations that seemed hopeless, or intractable.  It is the unexpected gifts of wisdom, and 
diligent and persistent searching of these Gentile travellers, that find ‘God with us’ for the whole 
world. 
 
The wise men knelt and offered gifts and met God in the face of Jesus.  Having been warned about 
Herod in a dream, they go back a different way.  Their lives were changed. 
 
And will our lives be changed?  When we stand up will we take within ourselves a kneeling heart, 
where there are no barriers between us and our God, between us and our neighbor, between us and 
our world? 
 
Epiphany changes us because we see who God is.  We are compelled to share what we have seen and 
experienced.  We are invited to be bearers like Paul of this radical inclusive love, invited to share 
God’s wisdom and revelation for others, through the gifts that we bring.   
 



Tomorrow marks the day, 90 years ago, when here at St Martin-in-the-Fields the first religious 
broadcast was made.  This church has been sharing its gifts of worship and prayer and music in this 
way ever since.  Sharing the love of God revealed in Jesus Christ, for all the world, broadcast to all 
the world.   
 
Perhaps today we will be inspired to share the gifts we have, with a kneeling heart, and in our own 
way reveal the love of God.  
 
 


