My friends, as the church invites us to continue this Christmas season with today’s great celebration of the epiphany it is with deep gratitude that all of us associated with the college of our lady of the elms thank you, the viewers of the chalice of salvation, for welcoming us into your hearts and homes this day.  All of us at the college extend a special word of thanks to Brother Terrence Scanlon, sister Cathy Homrok, Mr. Mark Dupont and the entire staff of our catholic communications office for their untiring efforts to promote the work and mission of our only diocesan college.  Our entire college community thanks you, the members of the chalice family, for your prayers and support these many years.  And, in the spirit of this holiday season, the elms family promises all of you – friends who join us from near and far – a remembrance in the good works, prayers, and daily masses offered each day of the school year in our college chapel.
Just a few weeks ago while on retreat near Philadelphia, I had the opportunity to visit the Philadelphia museum of art which is home to a sixteenth century painting simply entitled “the magi.”  We know little of the work’s artist other than the fact that she or he was from Antwerp, Belgium.  And, that detail is suspected only by the fact that the artist chooses for the painting’s setting not the rustic terrain of the biblical lands of the middle east where we suspect that the first visit of the magi occurred, but rather the picturesque city streets of Antwerp, Belgium with its long, winding streets and bustling seaport in the mid 1500s.
Another thing of interest when viewing the painting is the artist’s choice not to depict the three magi as three wise, old men.  Instead, each clearly represents part of the generational lifespan: one is quite young, another is middle-aged, and a third is much older than the other two.
Yet another point of interest detected from the facial figures of the magi is that one is clearly from Asia, another from Africa, and a third from Europe.  Full of symbol and iconography, the painting conveys the deepest meaning of today’s feast of the epiphany.
The fact that the artist chooses his or her own home city as the setting for the great manifestation of god’s love that took place on the first epiphany reminds us that a similar manifestation, or revelation, of god’s love comes to us right where we are: in our homes, on our streets, in the life we together share.  The rich diversity of ages and cultural/racial backgrounds embodied by the magi serves as a powerful reminder of the universality of god’s self-revelation to which the epiphany points.  Rich in color and texture, the unknown Belgian artist’s painting quickly invites us to imagine and relive the tenderness and warmth of that first epiphany as the magi stood at long last in the presence of the newborn child named Jesus.
What is not immediately apparent, however, is that the beauty and intimacy of the moment of epiphany depicted so beautifully in this painting is a beauty and intimacy that began in darkness; the darkness of a night’s sky symbolizing that perennial darkness in which god’s people had, for centuries, watched and waited for a word of hope, a sign of new life.  What is not immediately apparent when viewing the painting is the overarching sense of stillness and frightening silence that must have characterized the long, dark nights and years of Israel’s waiting and watching.
What is not immediately apparent is the human sense of desperation and futility that inevitably must have troubled the magi and Israel through the years on what seemed to be an unending and unsuccessful night watch.
Darkness and silence.  Watching and waiting.  Fear and futility.  These are the things we see and experience when we look beyond the text of today’s epiphany gospel or beyond the lines and colors of the Belgian artist’s painting.  These are the truly human realities that add untold richness to the epiphany story.  These are the truly human realities and emotions that characterize the life journey of every human.  And, if we are honest enough, these are some of the emotions that some of us may be experiencing even during this holiday season when all is supposedly “calm and bright.”
So, what sense can we make of the darkness and silence, the fear and futility, the magi of old and we of today experience?  Do we simply close our eyes and wait for the darkness to be lifted?  Or, do we – like the magi of old – allow ourselves to embrace the darkness and become increasingly familiar with its strange sounds and confusing messages?  The magi-astrologers of old, we are told, spent years scanning the darkness.  They knew its feel and its scent.  And, only because the darkness was so familiar, could they recognize something different: a lonely bright light, a new star, leading them beyond the darkness they had embraced.
For the magi, darkness had become a familiar territory.  But with the appearance of that single light, life called them in a new way and they set out for this new place to which they were called.  Notice that there is no time taken to squabble among themselves over what to bring on the journey or what gift each would bring.  Once that night star disturbed the night sky, everything had changed.  There was no room for competition among themselves. Somehow there was trust that what they brought would be enough.
Epiphany holds a similar promise for all of us: a promise that once gripped by the star, once committed to the journey, we can trust the gift of ourselves that we bring and unwrap that gift confidently and lovingly before our god, the word made flesh.

As a community of faith and learning, the College of our Lady of the Elms continues to invite students to watch and follow that light calling them from any darkness they may experience they may experience in a whole of conflicting values and competing ideologies, trusting in the uniqueness and beauty the gift they bring to our world and our church.
On this feast of epiphany, please pray with and for our students of today and tomorrow as they, with the wise of all ages, seek god’s light and become a saving leaven for our world and our church that awaits the gifts they bring.
