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 The visit of the wise men to Jesus is one of the most idyllic scenes in the gospels. To hear 

it isolated, apart from its broader context, is to immerse ourselves in the deep serenity of a world 

where everything is connected and makes perfect sense. There are some questions worth asking: 

where are the wise men from; how many of them were there; what exactly is myrrh, but overall it 

seems to wrap the story of Jesus’ birth in a very neat package tied with a bow.  

 

 But that kind of focus, that tight concentration on an image, isn’t recommended when it 

comes to gaining an understanding of what the Bible has to say about God. The danger of it is to 

become so enmeshed in the moment that we ignore the bigger reality unfolding around it—we 

miss the forest for the trees. That’s not to say “a” tree isn’t nice, but its condition may not tell us 

much about the well-being of the whole forest. It’s sort of like the difference between weather 

and climate. A lot of people argue that because we still have cold weather, the climate must not 

be warming. But a snapshot event can’t tell us all we need to know. 

 

 To get that broader perspective we have to heed the prophet’s advice: “Lift up your eyes 

and look around.” Isaiah was speaking to a group of beleaguered Israelites who were hard-

pressed to see any good coming out of their trek back to Israel only to find Jerusalem in ruins 

and the prospect of rebuilding their society overwhelming. They could only see the rubble 

around them; they had been defeated and the evidence was everywhere. Isaiah tells them there is 

more happening than they can see. Light is dawning on them and its glory will shine through 

them so they become a beacon of hope for the world, attracting far off kingdoms to their glow.  

 

 Isaiah is offering his people more than just a pep talk. He wants to change their 

perspective from being entirely earthbound, imprisoned by the moment, to seeing through the 

eyes of God. When we do that, circumstances that seem hopeless can reveal a path toward 

redemption and people who seem fragile and weak are revealed to be resilient and powerful. And 

that new perspective then shapes how we respond to the world.  

 

 And that, at its heart, is really Isaiah’s main concern. Response is the point of the 

prophet’s words. Everything hinges on where the Israelites will go from here. Will they wallow 

in their loss and ruin or will they look up and see with new eyes so they can do what’s needed to 

rebuild and become the beacon they’re meant to be?  

 

 We don’t lift our eyes and look around just to stand in place and admire the scenery. We 

lift them so we can act in a new way. The wise men were given insight through their 

observations of the heavens to seek out an event they believed was transformative. And once 

they paid homage they returned a different way. That may mean literally they took a different 

road home, but it could also mean they were different in some way. Perhaps they caught a 

glimpse of the light dawning in them; maybe they started looking in different corners of the sky 

for their guidance.  

 



 And when we hear these stories and engage these images, what happens to our 

perspective? When we lift our eyes from the idyllic scene around the child Jesus, what do we 

see? The events of the last few days have brought our country to the brink of war with Iran (one 

of the possible origins of the wise men, by the way). Fires are burning out of control in Australia, 

the result of the effect of climate change on that continent. Children are still being held in 

detention, separated from their parents at our southern border. The cold weather in Western New 

York threatens the lives of homeless people in Buffalo and its surroundings. Now, any one of 

those realities could plunge us into despair. But we have lifted our eyes, our perspective has been 

enlightened because the glory of the dawn has risen upon us, God’s light within us. 

 

 So, the question for us is how do we pay homage to Christ in our response to the realities 

of the world? That lovely scene in Bethlehem is meant to change us. It’s meant to shape our 

response to a world filled with danger and fear. Epiphany must be more than simply becoming 

aware of God’s presence, otherwise, what’s the point? Surely, it’s about expressing that presence 

in our actions. Some things may be less susceptible to our influence than others, but we always 

have a voice and we have a perspective we need to share. Because the light has dawned on us, 

we have a responsibility to shine that light on the host of concerns and fears around us to help 

bring real change. So, as this new year begins, the second decade of the 21
st
 century, may we lift 

our eyes and look around to see the world anew and respond with the light of God’s love, 

compassion and presence. 

 

Amen 


