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It is hard to imagine what the Epiphany celebrations will be like in Bethlehem today as very near to them the continued bombings are taking place between the Israelis and the Hamas group in the Gaza Strip.  The Christians in the Holy Land will be hearing these same readings for our feast of the Epiphany, with images of God’s LIGHT shining in the midst of darkness, as they must wonder IF and WHEN that Light of unity and peace will put an end to the darkness of hatred and violence around them.  The jealousy of King Herod some 2000 years ago seems to pervade the minds of some of our ‘earthly rulers’ still today.  While we so want to remember the first epiphany event as something out of a Renaissance painting, with thoughtful kings in pretty gowns and Mary and Joseph in clean flowing robes, the subtle hints of political turmoil that Matthew gives us in the story remind us that Jesus’ birth was anything but ‘pretty, peaceful, and politically correct.’
 
The first problem God created was that he invited the ‘wrong’ people to his birth.  Instead of making known his arrival to the political kings of his day and including the scribes and Pharisees early on in the picture, Matthew’s Gospel tells us that God decided to invite ‘Zoroastrians’ or astrologers from the East to make it clear that God does not think within human boundaries  or institutions.  Objectively we can agree that this was a good idea on God’s part.  Most people can sit around in cocktail conversations and concur on the need to end ethnic and racial divisions.  But when migrants or refugees from places of unjust living conditions move into our neighborhoods, the ‘rubber hits the road’ in terms of our Christian-Catholic faith that celebrates Christ’s Epiphany event as a sign to the world that ALL are welcome in God’s Kingdom.
 
From the bible, what we DON’T know about the Magi is… where they were from, what their names were, whether they were men or women, if they had any faith or religion, or how many there were.  What Matthew DOES make clear by symbolically putting them in Jesus’ nativity story is that Jesus, from the beginning of his life, came to create a bridge between Jews and Gentiles, between East and West, between people who ‘have much’ and those who have little.  With Jesus and his parents as refugees themselves, having fled from Bethlehem to Egypt and back to Nazareth, out of fear for their lives, God knows well the experience of living in poverty and living in fear for one’s life.  It is no wonder that the Catholic Church then takes such a strong stance and voice for people living in migrant or refugee status, given that Jesus himself lived as such.  
 
At the beginning of every year, the bishops of the United States set aside this week as National Migration Week, as a way to clarify our beliefs about the need to support and welcome all people who are seeking a place of security from places of severe injustices, poverty, or violence.  While the Church is not asking for general amnesty for anyone to come and go as they please, we ARE called upon by the Scriptures to open our arms and hearts to anyone who seeking freedom from unjust living conditions.  Our national media has played on people’s emotions on this issue and have convinced even many Christians to turn away from Jesus’ teaching on welcoming the lost and forsaken…forgetting that, in reality…, ALL of us are ‘immigrants’ on this planet that belongs to God!
 
Last April, Pope Benedict XVI encouraged the Bishops of the United States to continue to act in this regard.  He said, "I want to encourage you and your communities to continue to welcome the immigrants who join your ranks today, to share their joys and hopes, to support them in their sorrows and trials, and to help them flourish in their new home.”  This is a difficult issue for many Catholics and thus the feast of Epiphany invites us rethink how much of our position on immigration is based on politics and what is based on our faith and the teachings of Jesus.

The Church as a sacrament of communion with God and with all people is what we celebrate on this feast of the Epiphany. Our own parish is made up of many peoples of different nations and cultures.  In Jesus, we, different though we are, find a unity that is as deep as the unity in Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  Often we come to Church and sit in the same pew every Sunday, in front of the same people, but we have not come to know them by name. This Sunday after Mass I encourage you to actually introduce yourself to the people sitting around you, and each Sunday thereafter, introduce yourself to people whom you do not know. As a community we are meant to be a sign to those around us of the presence of a loving Christ -a community willing to draw diverse groups of our neighborhood together, a community concerned with our weakest and most marginalized. 
This feast of the Epiphany has a missionary thrust. The feast impels us to be more inclusive of people who are not in our normal ‘circle’ of friends…and invite back those who have turned away from Jesus' light or feel separated from the Church.  As God invited such unusual people as “Magi from the East” to his home, the feast of the Epiphany highlights for us our missionary task to be builders of bridges…rather than walls of separation. This was summed up in a beautiful way by this quote from Mother Teresa: 
“By blood and origin I am Albanian. My citizenship is Indian. I am a Catholic nun.  As to my calling, I belong to the world. As to my heart, I belong entirely to the heart of Christ.”  Let us be open to allowing our hearts to be converted more and more like the welcoming, inclusive heart of Jesus Christ.
