
Epiphany sermon              The Visit of The Magi (Mt 2 1-12) 
    
There was a period during my development as a follower of Jesus when 
the scriptures had to be sorted into what was believable and what was not. 
Many of you will have shared that experience, some may still be in that 
phase, others yet to face it. Top of my ‘hit list’ of ‘unbelievable 
happenings’ were accounts of the nativity, found  in just two of the 
gospels, including the visit of the magi in just one, Matthew’s. I escaped 
from the self-inflicted torment once I realized that scriptures were not 
written to be believed but to shape lives. If I read and believed every 
word written in Wikipedia, I would still not understand our universe let 
alone others, as yet unseen and of untold number. 
 
This Christmas, I discovered something about a member of my family 
that I wouldn’t have imagined possible in the proverbial ‘million years’: 
you will be equally astonished.  A cousin of mine, something of a black 
sheep in the family, of whom I had heard nothing for years, had been an 
infrequent visitor to royal premises-Buckingham Palace no less- and had 
not told us. His purpose, each time, had been - literally- to  

BLOW UP THE LAWNS! 
So pleased were palace grounds staff with what he had achieved that he 
had been invited back time and again.  
 
His had been a ‘rags-to-riches’ story. As a young entrepreneur, he had 
developed a ‘land drainage’ business, based on a simple idea: that soils 
and lawns, compacted through years of neglect, could be improved by 
pumping air into the subsoil and breaking up the ‘soil pan’ with a series 
of mini-explosions- I suppose you could call it geo-friendly fracking.  
He had to make his own equipment because the approach was so novel, 
none was available ‘off the shelf’. I received this bare outline,  having 
idly clicked on his name when adding to my ‘Linked In’ directory of 
‘friends’. 
 
 My imagination began to run riot: I imagined a nervous twitch on the 
palace curtains as Her Majesty saw a small trailer of assorted ironware, 
plus compressor, heading for the famous lawns: the sweat on my cousin’s 
brow and raised heartbeat as he prepared to detonate his first area of royal 



turf; and the priceless collections of porcelain rattling in the palace 
display cabinets!  
“Had the Queen heard this, she would have been sorely troubled, and the 
whole of the household with her!” 
 
In reality, my cousin was probably a model of calm as he repeated a 
procedure that had worked well 1000’s of times elsewhere, albeit in more 
mundane circumstances.  
 
‘What has all that got to do with Matthew’s story- the visit of the Magi- 
you may be asking! Well, I am not alone in thinking that Matthew’s story 
was the result of opening his imagination to the spirit. An explosive event 
had occurred that promised to reverse years of neglect in an area whose 
inhabitants were being lovelessly suppressed and trampled on. He may 
have heard of clever men of substance, seeing a dramatic change amongst 
the stars, had tried to work out what it meant – a change foretold by an 
ancient prophet (Isaiah 60) could be imminent. Matthew imagines  a 
well-heeled possee being drawn a long distance to the then, local power 
base, a palace, where they would have felt at home- until, that is the 
conniving poser in the  palace, well satisfied with the way power lay, 
began to speak. They left the palace with eyes still looking earnestly 
heavenward, were led by a star to a baby, born in ordinary home, one of 
many in and around Jerusalem that appeared to lay beneath a new, bright 
star. 
 
Luke had followed a similar impulse but his imagination had carried him 
in a completely different direction. Luke imagined humble shepherds, 
going about their mundane business, receiving shock but joyful news 
from a posse of angels that life was about to be changed for the better; 
and being drawn to a baby, born in a nearby steading, where they, too, 
would have felt quite at home. 
 
 Neither Matthew nor Luke could have expected  their words to be 
‘believed’ as a full description of the immensity of what was being 
achieved from such humble beginnings.  Readers were left to ‘fill in the 
details’, as events put ‘flesh on the bones’ of a divine initiative. 
 



Today, we can find the church responding to the divine initiative in ways 
every bit as divergent as the accounts in Matthew’s and Luke’s Gospels.   
Ways diverge through either lack of imagination and improvisation or 
profusion of it.  
 
In Lincoln Cathedral, a porch that had became used as a shelter by the 
homeless was fenced off to protect the fabric. Meanwhile, in Kingston on 
Thames, Rev Peter Holmes, vicar of Norbiton for 27 years, had converted 
the church hall into a shelter for the homeless and even given one of the 
regular visitors a key to the church! 
 
My imagination began running riot again!  
I imagined the Chapter at Lincoln carefully shepherding royal visitors 
past the debris of the previous nights sheltering to see the pristine 
Cathedral interior, complete with dusted down crib scene, the 
mischievous Lincoln imp looking down.  
 
By contrast, I imagined members of Peter Holmes’s congregation, 
ushering a group of council workers past their church (also with crib 
scene) and into the hall where breakfast was being served to those given 
shelter overnight. Peter Holmes was not there: he had tragically died on 
April 26th last year, another random victim of Covid, but his friends knew 
that they only had to do what Peter had suggested 100’s of times before. 
Peter would have been a kindred spirit to our dear David Bachop (St 
Mungo’s), who died last week- victim of another random killer, 
pancreatic cancer.  
 
Their passing is a reminder of the great divide between humankind and 
the rest of creation: creation driven by the urge to survive and only the 
fittest doing so;  humankind, blessed with the capacity to help others to 
survive and enabling even the weakest to do so.  
 
Covid has put a bomb under our weary, uncivilised, neglected world:  
But like my cousin’s soil treatment, it can also be restorative: provided, 
that is, we let our imaginations run riot in love and compassion, 
untramelled by ancient beliefs.   



Matthew’s wise men went home by a different way: let us do the same. 
Like my cousin, we could find ourselves, from humble beginnings, 
rubbing shoulders with true royalty, even the very King of Kings! 
 
God of one and God of all: from our many may a unity appear. Help us 
find a way to hold our differences together. Bring us to the recognition 
that to be most fully human is to champion the full humanity of others. 
Your earthly image cannot be found in the mirror, but in the eyes of 
varied faces that reflect the incarnated divinity in our own. 
                                                                                     Amen 
Nevi l l e  
	
	
	


