
I repeated it as a reminder of Christ’s 
presence in the world, a fulfillment of 
God’s promise to the world, but even 
more, a fulfillment of God’s promise to 
me that I am a light bearer in this world. 
Instinctively, I knew then and know now 
that it is my responsibility, my calling, 
my privilege to so shine that darkness 
and sadness, tragedy and questioning 
can, literally, be lightened. How are you 
the light of Christ? How do you shine? 
In what ways is your life a series of 
unending epiphanies?

The season of Epiphany is the greater 
church’s celebration of the wise men’s 
arrival in Bethlehem. Because they are 
brave to follow a star, a great light in 
the sky, Epiphany is associated with 

light and that in Jesus, the light of the 
world has come. Epiphany is also that 
discovery moment when understanding 
and purpose converge to give us that 
bright-light-bulb-aha within our heads 
and hearts. Arising and shining are 
what we watch the wise ones engage 
in Matthew’s second chapter.

Tradition tells us that the guests are 
three Eastern intellectuals and that 
they are male. Putting tradition aside, 
I much prefer the picture that our living 
nativity provided: a whole host of wise 
ones, and inclusive of male and female, 
black and white. Crossing traditional 
boundaries, it reminds us visually that 
in one way or another, we are wise 
when we follow Jesus. No number is 
given in scripture except in relation 
to the number of gifts presented, and 
yet, scholars agree that the gifts are 
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Perhaps it is my drum to beat. Some 
would say it is my crusade. For me, it 
is neither of these things. For me, it 
continues to be an unending, unfolding 
series of epiphanies. What is “it?” It is 
the journey of faith, and I believe it to be 
distinct not just because it is mine, but 
also because it is that of a female.

After all these years of sitting in pews, 
listening to and studying deeply the 
stories of scripture and most specifically, 
after receiving your receptivity and 
encouragement, I am, at last, feeling 
confident in my voice to highlight the 
roles of women that are positive and 
daring, not passive or accidental, and I 
am growing in my confidence not just to 
use my imagination in private reflection 
but to speak imaginatively 
of holy writ to further open 
scriptural understanding for 
those who can engage their 
own fantasy. So I am quick to 
give the gospel writers and apostolic 
letter writers a definite pat on the back 
when I read them as giving women 
a part of some significant event in 
scripture. These are the stories, in my 
opinion, that we hear so often we rarely 
allow our imaginations to open. If they 
are told at all, they are so glossed over 
that little girls in the pew continue to 
hold the idea that there is no room for 
them to do anything in the name of 
Jesus, much less hear a call from God 
to “Arise!” “Shine!” “Your light has come!”

It is this very verse that began a series 
of unending epiphanies in my heart 
and soul. You see, I recited Isaiah 60:1 
every Wednesday night at 6:30 when 
the Acteens met in a room on the third 
floor of Southside Baptist Church’s 
educational wing. It was the group’s 
watchword and so each Wednesday, 
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Dear Friends,
Thank you for wanting 

to read and study these 
thoughts more 

carefully. Please know that 
I do not take full credit 

for anything that may be 
contained within, because 
I may have read or heard 
something at some point 

during my pilgrimage 
and do not remember its 
source and thus, cannot 
give the rightful author 

his/her credit. I pray that 
you will find inspiration 

and encouragement.

Sarah Shelton

Unending Epiphany
Isaiah 60:1-6; Ephesians 3:1-12; Matthew 2:1-12, 16-18

How are you the light of 
Christ? How do you shine? 



mentioned to highlight the receiver…that this baby 
in the manger is someone deserving of gifts fit for 
a king. Couldn’t an entire caravan bring three gifts? 
Does each gift represent only one individual? 

While scripture is clear on 
the gender, my imagination 
supplies much more. Jan 
Richardson painted the 
original that our bulletin cover 
copies. It depicts three women 
bringing gifts to the baby Jesus. To see imaginative 
possibility meet reality is an epiphany!

“Eastern intellectuals” is the terminology Walter 
Brueggemann uses to define these visitors. They 
certainly are not kings, as the hymnist wants us to 
believe. They are not magi, or magicians, who consult 
Taro cards or crystal balls. Scholars are fairly certain 
that they are pagans from the very distant East, and 
that their willingness to follow a star speaks to the far-
reaching – indeed, global and cosmic – implications 
of Jesus’ birth. They are the first to give witness to 
God’s commitment to reach around the world with 
the news of God’s redeeming love. (David Lose, “The ‘Adults-

Only’ Nativity Story,” 12-30-12) Anyone who would search 
for God across continents, bringing the very best of 
who they are and what they have reminds us that 
faith is open and welcoming and generous in making 
room for all. It is an epiphany that is still waiting its 
completion even today.

They are not Jewish, nor are they Roman so these 
eastern intellectuals do not know protocol. Because 
they believe a new king has been born, they go to 
the palace. It seems logical, but they are dealing with 
a king who operates out of reactive emotion. He is 
anything but logical. The simple question that they 
ask, “Where is the child who has been born king of 
the Jews” ignites every paranoid bone in King Herod’s 
body, because Herod is, of course, the king of the 
Jews.

He is appointed in 40 B.C. by Caesar Augustus and 
Mark Antony because they need him to keep Palestine, 
the edge of the Roman Empire, protected from the 
Parthians. Not only does Herod bring Roman peace, 
Herod rebuilds Jerusalem. He restores the Temple to 
all of its magnificence. There are heavy taxes, but the 
people see the results in good roads and water from 
aqueducts. And so when these guests come talking 
about a new king because they have experienced 
an epiphany, what they encounter is a king rigid in 

policy, demanding in allegiance, and unquestioning 
in obedience. (William Dols, “Who is King/Queen of Your Life?” 

Just Because it Didn’t Happen…) There is only room for one 
person on the throne...be that the throne in a royal 

palace or who reigns over the 
board room or who sits at the 
head of the dining room table, 
or who is the manipulator who 
rules over our psyche and 
soul. This other said to bring 
“peace on earth” is a menace 

to Herod’s control. He subverts the Roman peace that 
Herod has worked his lifetime to create. In Herod’s 
mind, all imposter kings have to die. So when the 
eastern intellectuals leave by a different way rather 
than supplying Herod with the information he needs 
to find this newborn King of the Jews, he just kills 
them all … all those baby boys under the age of two 
in the region of Bethlehem.

It’s not the story we tell in the Sermon on the Steps, 
but as adults living in a Herod-driven world, we need 
to pay attention and enlist our imaginations to see 
how we act like Herod with the power we have and 
how we experience Herod even today. The Herods of 
this world are invested in keeping things the way they 
have always been. There is no allowance for upsetting 
the apple cart. And so when others have epiphanies 
and dreams and visions of a better, gentler, kinder 
or just different world, they are squashed by the 

monarch’s fury. Because the Herods of the world do 
not tolerate dissension, disloyalty or people who think 
they know more, the whole city of Jerusalem waits in 
fear of the reaction their Herod will give. They know 
that if you do not love Herod’s Palestine the way it is, 
you better think about leaving it or else be prepared 
to pay a very high price. Which, of course, is precisely 
how the Jesus story ends! (Dols)

I cannot overstate the menacing presence of Herod 
nor the horrifying actions he chooses to make. He 
represents us so well when we have given up on 
dreams, when we refuse to explode with epiphanies, 
when we do everything to nurture the darkness 
instead of the light. I long to ignore his raging, but it is 
necessary to remind us that from the very beginning, 

It is an epiphany that 
is still waiting its 

completion even today.
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The Herods of this world are 
invested in keeping things the 
way they have always been. 



Christ enters into the same kind of world that we live 
in where elementary school children are shot at their 
desks and college campuses are shut down due to 
rampages and movie theaters and bowling alleys are 
intruded upon and mothers with their children making 
a coffee run become target practice and Syrians and 
Mexicans flee their countries and… and… Into the 
same world of violence and horror in which we live, 
Jesus comes. God slips into the vulnerable skin of a 
baby and enters this disturbing world to give purpose 
and meaning to our difficult realities.

I believe the Epiphany surrounding His birth continues 
in unending epiphanies through us. They continue 
when we:

+ Welcome everyone to the manger. (LIGHT!)
+ Acknowledge that no gift is too small to   
 offer (JOY)
+ Recognize Emmanuel, God with us, in even   
 the most dire of circumstances. (LOVE!)

Light shines faithfully to lead us forward in faith. The 
good news is that this birthed presence continues to 
be planted in the lives of men and women who are 
willing to “Arise!” “Shine!” “For our light has come.” 
Our challenge is to listen for the cry of the baby. Wait 
to feel his inner quickening, for Jesus believes us to 
be fertile ground for unending epiphany.
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