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On Friday, our Sexton and I began to clean up the Christmas decorations here in the church.  
The final cleaning was done yesterday by our Custodian—I am sure that he ended up with a 
mountain of pine needles and poinsettia leaves to pick up, seasoned with little bits of the 
Styrofoam packaging of our Nativity Scene.  Let me express my gratitude to Mike and Jeff 
for their hard work.  I am really glad that it was a shared task!  As I nestled the figures from 
the Nativity scene in their indentations in the foam tray, I lamented as I usually do at how 
little time the kings get to stay at the manger. 
 
This year, the Magi, with their gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh, were placed 
artistically on the mantel piece in the Narthex—where even if you come to church in-
person these days, you may not have noticed them, because the pandemic is still keeping us 
from gathering for coffee and conversation near that fireplace.  On this past Thursday 
evening, on January 6, we celebrated the Feast of the Epiphany at our Evensong service—
there were 8 of us in church and according to Facebook, we reached 49 people—maybe 
some of you were with us long enough to see that the Wise Ones made it to the manger to 
worship the baby Jesus and offer their gifts. 
 
We call the visit of the sages from the East the Epiphany.  The dictionary meaning of 
epiphany is manifestation or showing.  Some important thing is made understandable.  For 
our purposes, the Epiphany is God showing God’s self to us human beings.  The symbolism 
of foreign wisdom visiting newborn poverty tells us some things about what we believe 
about God and each other.  God became a human being in poor vulnerability in the birth of 
Jesus.  God became human.  And wealthy, educated folk see God’s glory and kneel to it.  And 
more, they dare to bring gifts.  They offer gold for kingship, and incense for priesthood, and 
myrrh for the reality of human death.  And that story makes God more real to us. 
 
The church celebrates every year, after the twelve days of Christmas, that God showed 
God’s self to the whole world by the adoration of those foreign visitors.  Some Christians 
wait to celebrate Christmas until January 6, so that they can celebrate the whole thing 
together—God becomes one of us and we recognize God all at the same time.  But today, on 
January 9?  Either way, Christmas and Epiphany or Christmas with Epiphany:  it’s over.  The 
greens are too dry to leave in the house any longer, the leaves are falling off the poinsettia 
plants, the ornaments will need to be dusted if they are not soon put safely away.  So again 
my thanks to our Sexton and our Custodian.   
 
And now, I turn to all of you, members and friends of the Church of the Atonement:  now 
what?  Christmas is over.  God has shown us God’s self.  What do we do with that?  
Theologian Howard Thurman offered his famous poem The Work of Christmas1 nearly fifty 

                                                      
1 Howard Thurman, 1899-1981, from The Mood of Christmas, Harper and Row, 1973. 



years ago.  If you look at Facebook at all, you are probably tired of reading it this week.  I 
know I have recited it in more than one sermon—but it is a good thing to remember when 
the pine needles are finally conquered and we are casting about for something to do: 

“When the song of the angels is stilled, 
When the star in the sky is gone, 
When the kings and princes are home, 
When the shepherds are back with their flock, 
The work of Christmas begins: 
To find the lost, 
To heal the broken, 
To feed the hungry, 
To release the prisoner, 
To rebuild the nations, 
To bring peace among brothers, 
To make music in the heart.” 
 

That is our work—to find those who are lost and heal those who are broken—to feed the 
hungry—to offer release and bring peace—to rebuild and make beauty.  In the church, we 
call it our ministry—the work that God calls us to do together to bring God’s reign true. 
 
Now for sure, ministry is challenging in this time of pandemic—when very often the best 
thing we can do for one another is to isolate from one another.  And ministry can be 
challenging in a New England winter, when it seems a given that ice or snow will fall from 
the sky at exactly the moment that we have planned a service or event.  There are all sorts 
of other challenges to ministry, too— scant money, and old property, and fewer people who 
want to engage.  But let’s not let the challenges obscure the definition of the work: 

To find the lost, 
To heal the broken, 
To feed the hungry, 
To release the prisoner, 
To rebuild the nations, 
To bring peace . . .[and] . . . 
make music. . . . 

 
This season in the Church year is called “after the Epiphany.”  It is an in-between time—the 
weeks between Christmas, which always happens on the 25th of December, and Easter, 
which moves around between March 22 and April 25, depending on the phases of the 
moon.  All of which means that the number of Sundays in the season after Epiphany is 
different every year.  But even so, they all have the same theme—every Sunday in this 
season, we look for the light—and how the light reveals the presence of God in the world 
and in our lives.  In this year of our Lord, 2022, there are eight Sundays between now and 
the first Sunday in Lent—so we will have eight different weeks to look for the light.  It is the 
same light that the angels sang and the shepherds saw.  It is the light the Magi followed and 
the light that streamed on the face of Mother and Child.   
 



My husband has a collection of flashlights.  There are different sizes and shapes and some 
of them have interesting functions—like flashers or colored blinkers.  Last week our 
grandson had great fun with one that had a magnet, so it stuck to the refrigerator!  Bill has 
all of these different lights because each one does a slightly different job.  The flashlight that 
you need to see what’s making that noise out behind your house is probably not the same 
one you want to use to read the program in a dark theatre.  But they all shine a light where 
it is needed. 
 
Today, I want to put these two ideas about the conclusion of the Christmas season together:  
it’s time to get to work and it’s time to look for the light of God’s presence shining on us.  
Maybe the light will be a little bit like the collection of flashlights—light shining in each 
story where we need to see God. 
 
Today’s Gospel tells the familiar story of the Baptism of Jesus.  I have always been so 
touched by what John says, one who is more powerful than I is coming; I am not worthy to 
untie the thong of his sandals.  That kind of humble proclamation is attractive.  John knows 
exactly who he is—he understands his place in the world.  But as attractive as John’s 
proclamation is, we should not forget how the story begins, As the people were filled with 
expectation. 
 
God’s people were looking for a Messiah—for someone to save them from perilous times.  
There is no evidence of a pandemic in first century Palestine, but there certainly was 
political unrest accompanied by violent public outbursts.  The religious understanding of 
the people was fractured—that is, they did not all agree on how God operates in the world.  
It was a time not unlike the time we live in.  And the people wondered if John was the one 
who could save them.   
 
No wonder we remember that line about being too unworthy to unfasten his sandals.  
John’s humility was merely attractive—it was, and is, unusual.  John isn’t saying he doesn’t 
want to be the Savior.  And he isn’t saying that the world doesn’t need saving.  He is saying 
that he knows that he is not the one who saves.  He knows that his place in the world is to 
serve God and God’s people and that in God’s own time, God will save the people. 
 
It is not hard to find the light in this story.  Everyone is walking around in expectation and 
gloom.  And then Jesus prays.  And the heavens open.  And it is like a strong spotlight 
shining on a dark stage.  This is the story of God and God’s people.   
 
The work before us is not unlike the work that was before John and the people that Luke 
knew, all those centuries ago.  The work is not unlike what Howard Thurman wrote about a 
half a century ago.  We know what we have to do:  find and heal, feed and release, rebuild 
and restore, make peace and bring beauty.  Like John, we know that we cannot do these 
things in and of ourselves.  We are not, any one of us, the Savior.  Like the man with the 
flashlight, we know to use the right light for the job.  And the heavens open, the Holy Spirit 
descends, and we are standing in the strong light of Jesus.  And so, we get to work. 
 
 


