
The Epiphany – 
Hope for all 
humankind 

 

The twelfth day of Christmas marks the formal end of the Christmas season, when we celebrate the 
feast of the Epiphany. This focuses on the visit of the magi to the infant Jesus, recorded in Matthew’s 
gospel.  

Jane Williams, in her book Approaching Christmas, explains that the shepherds (Luke’s gospel) and the 
magi (Matthew’s gospel) were not together at the scene of the nativity. Though Matthew doesn’t 
specify the timing, contemporary understanding is that the magi came after the birth of Jesus, needing 
to follow a star ‘from the East’ and presumably journey some distance through desert lands. This is 
important for our understanding of the significance of the Epiphany as a feast. Matthew’s account 
highlights that these ‘wise men from the East’ were gentiles – not the Jews who had been promised a 
Messiah. On the feast of the Epiphany, we celebrate the dawning realization that the infant Jesus was 
the Messiah for all humankind, not just the Chosen People. Jane writes: 

No wonder the wise men ‘were overwhelmed with joy’ and 
‘knelt down and paid him homage’. And no wonder they 
presented gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh. They had 
realized that they were part of what was happening – this 
baby ‘who has been born king of the Jews’, even though they 
were not Jews, was including them.  

Pope Francis, during his 2023 homily on the Epiphany, shared a 
new perspective on the magi.  He explained that, while they are best known for the gifts that they 
presented to the infant Jesus, more importantly, they also received gifts: 

 The gift of call – God calling them. 

 The gift of discernment – being able to ignore Herod and choose God’s way. 

 The gift of surprise – meeting God in a humble manger. 
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When our children were very small, an aunt knitted them a nativity scene, complete with the 
Holy Family, shepherds, sheep, cattle and wise men bearing gifts. It was a work of art, and it 
still comes out every Christmas. As it was knitted, it could safely be played with by little hands 
and was easily mended if any accidents befell it. A neighbour’s dog came visiting one year and 
was much taken with one of the wise men; although the present he is carrying is now an odd 
sort of shape, there were no other lasting ill effects. At the start of December every year, the 
wise men begin their journey from some distance away from the stable, and the little knitted 
baby is kept somewhere safe until after the service on Christmas Eve. 

The temptation, of course, is to allow the wise men to arrive in time to witness the birth of 
the baby. Most cribs that you see do have shepherds and wise men together in adoration. But 
in fact, the wise men should only arrive after the shepherds are long gone to feed their hungry 
sheep, and just before the Christmas decorations come down. The wise men are the last on the 
scene. They have come a long way, and they have taken one or two wrong turns, but they 
make it in the end.     Pp. 116-117. 



Pope Francis goes on to suggest that these are calls we all receive:  

Brothers and sisters, we are all called — the first gift: the call — by Jesus; we can 
all discern — the second gift: discernment — discern his presence; we can all 
experience his surprises — the third gift: the surprise.  

Reflecting on the life of Catherine McAuley, these gifts are evident in her life, her 
words and her actions. Over the course of her life, she experienced the call to do God’s will, and as she 
inherited funds to build the House of Mercy in Dublin, she discerned the call to establish the ‘walking 
nuns’, the Sisters of Mercy. And her life was full of surprises, some pleasant and some discouraging, yet 
she continued to place her trust and hope in the God she loved and served. One of the unique elements 
in the founding of the Sisters of Mercy was their emphasis on prayer and contemplation, as well as 
action – hence the ‘walking nuns’ nickname. Catherine and her Sisters understood that the reign of God 
required their active participation. At Christmas, Catherine included those who were poor at her festive 
table: “On Christmas Day 1827, a dinner of roast beef and plum pudding was served to the poor children 
of the neighbourhood, a custom that would continue.” The Path of Mercy, Mary C. Sullivan, 2012, p. 68. 

 
 

The Pope goes on to say: ‘Today, it would be beautiful to remember these gifts: 
the call, discernment and the surprise, gifts that we have already received — to 
think back to when we sensed God’s call in our life; or even when, perhaps after 

quite a struggle, we succeeded in discerning his voice; or even still, an 
unforgettable surprise he gave us, astounding us.’ 

Ponder these in your own life, especially looking back over 2024 and your 
experiences last year. Can you identify times when you sense of call was clear? 

When you prayed to discern God’s will in a particular situation? When something 
surprising happened and you came to realise the hand of God was at play? 

As Mercy Associates, we are women and men of 
hope, people of prayer and action, committed to 
living Mercy in our day to day lives.  

As you embark on 2025, what ‘star’ will you 
follow? How would you like this year to be 
different? What will be your priorities in 
relationships, in prayer, in your family and local 
community? 

 

Step Softly 
Step softly into your weeping world, 
incarnate God; 

embrace it in your love. 

Bring light into broken lives, 

warmth into frozen hearts, 

hope to those at war. 

May your peace pervade every place. 

Help us to approach this new year filled 
with the joy of your companionship,  

as we step out in faith with you, 

ready to face the future, 

whatever it may hold. 

Carol Dixon 


