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Epiphany: The Magi 
 
Although, of the three events recalled on the feast of the Epiphany, the visit of the Magi stands 
out most in the popular imagination, its meaning is probably the hardest to grasp. In the Baptism 
and in the Wedding at Cana, Jesus is an adult and plays an active role in the scenes. Those 
manifestations lead naturally into the next phase of his life, namely, his active ministry among us, 
his own story as Redeemer among his people. In those two cases, the concept of manifestation 
makes immediate sense: he is now being revealed for who he is; we are beginning to see his life  
unfold. 
 
The closer you look at Saint Matthew's account of the Magi, the more disorienting and 
disconcerting it is. If we remember that his audience was Jewish Christians, and if we consider 
the details of this account with a Jewish mind-set, the Magi become less attractive characters than 
the exotic ones we usually imagine. These are foreign people who do not recognize or worship the 
God of Israel. Their source of knowledge-star gazing-is of dubious value, not far from magic or 
idol worship. We have no idea how many Magi there were. Tradition has made them three based 
on the mention of three gifts, but Matthew just says Magi. Two people or twelve people can bring 
three gifts.  
 
Most important, though, is to notice that the sign in the heavens is not enough for them to find 
what they are seeking. They first come to Jerusalem, and their question is "Where . . . ?" It is 
thanks to the revealed Scriptures that they learn about Bethlehem. In the end, the star serves as 
first incentive and final confirmation: it does not lead them the whole way. The bulk of the story 
is really about Herod and the religious authorities. Unlike the Magi, they are not seekers. They are 
protectors and defenders, and fierce ones at that. Matthew's overarching message has to do with 
the good news of salvation becoming accessible to the gentiles, while the legitimate heirs of the 
faith of Israel have other preoccupations.  
 
This view of the story is unappealing. Our nativity scenes convey a much simpler, clearer 
message, with the child Jesus as the center of gravity for an orderly procession of characters 
toward the crib. In Matthew's account, intrigue, deception, and even massacre swirl around the 
child and his mother uncontrollably.  
 
However, Matthew's account cannot be limited to its immediate meaning for Jewish hearers of his 
day. It is universally evocative, and full of potential meaning for generation after generation. 
 
I suggest looking at it as a kind of archetypal spiritual itinerary. What sets the story in motion is a 
movement of the heart in the Magi. Always on the lookout, what they see in the sky releases their 
longing within. Desire moves them out of stagnation and beyond their homeland. Leaving always 
involves renunciation and letting go. Notice too that it cannot be a solitary search or a solo 
adventure. Not only is company important, but also the Magi need the knowledge and guidance of 



others to find their way. In this case, they need the help of people who ultimately prove to be 
enemies. And if this learning required a degree of meekness, their ultimate discovery brings them 
to an even deeper humility. The object of all their research and renunciation is a self-emptying 
God, the Word made flesh, humility incarnate. And beside the Child is the Mother. The only 
adequate response is to fall down and worship, which then releases the instinct to turn over their 
treasures and make their offerings. And, finally, this itinerary cannot be repeated or played in 
reverse. The way home is different, and home too will be different. 
 
The journey Saint Matthew evokes in this short account can serve to describe a once-in-a-lifetime 
conversion, or a new setting-out at some stage in life. It can even apply to the short itineraries we 
embark on each time we face a problem or a challenge and find the way thanks to the scriptures, 
divine grace, and human help. And, as in the account of the Magi's journey, everything revolves 
around the still and silent heart of the story, the Child and his Mother. 
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