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Sermon          Sunday 6 January 2019  
Epiphany 

 
 
Lessons  Ephesians 3: 1 – 13  St Matthew 2: 1 – 12 
 
 
Prayer of Illumination 
 
Dazzle us, O God, with Your brightness.   May Your light shine in our darkness 
and may Your star lead us on our pilgrimage.   Bless our sacred meditations.   
Amen. 
 

 
In December 2009, the Oxford historian Diarmaid 

MacCulloch wrote an open letter to the then Archbishop of 

Canterbury, Rowan Williams.   It begins with MacCulloch’s 

characteristic warmth and gentleness: 

 
 Dear Archbishop Rowan, 
 
 Even though I'm not sending Christmas cards this year  

– ran out of time – you are not going to escape my  
seasonal circular letter.  It is filled not with the record 
of my many achievements, holidays taken, operations 
survived and the GCSE results of my imaginary 
children, but instead has a few tidings of great joy, 
because you seem to need them at the moment. 
 

 
The Archbishop had recently given an interview to The Daily 

Telegraph and, through it, had sounded rather glum and 

down.   In his letter, MacCulloch celebrated the many 
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changes that had taken place in England and the Church of 

England since he was a boy in the 1950s.   MacCulloch said: 

 
When my father, an Anglican parson, moved in the  
mid-1950s to become rector of a little country parish  
in Suffolk, there were still old ladies who would curtsy  
to him in the street, just because he was the rector. 

 
Goodness!   Have those days gone!   MacCulloch said that as 

the established church lost more and more of its worldly 

power, many of its adherents had fallen away.   He said, 

‘Thank goodness for that; churches never handle power 

well’.    He delighted that ‘the stodgy conformity of the 

1950s, the sexual hypocrisy, and the complacent, 

monochrome white Anglo-Saxon Protestant culture’ had 

gone.   MacCulloch went on to give thanks for the ordination 

of women in 1994 and in 2009 the election of a bishop in a 

diocese of the American Episcopal Church in California who 

was a lesbian.     

 

MacCulloch’s Christmas letter to the Archbishop ended with 

this paragraph: 
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The Christmas story may be expressed in biblical  
forms that are not very good history and which some  
of your congregations may find difficult to take  
literally, but Christmas music can sweep past the  
puzzles of words to celebrate a new human life, weak, 
vulnerable and humble, which is glorified precisely for  
that. You will know the saying of Thomas Aquinas,  
which a wise old Dominican friar once quoted to me  
over a great deal of Irish whiskey, that God is not the  
answer, [God] is the question.   As long as your church,  
and all other churches, go on asking the question, they  
will never die. 
 

 
What a profound statement on the first Sunday of the year:  

God is not the answer; God is the question.   The Dominican 

friar was almost certainly the late Herbert McCabe; priest, 

theologian and philosopher.   McCabe wrote, “The word 

‘God’ is a label for something we do not know.   God is 

mystery and mystery is not like a problem that can be 

solved:  it is beyond solving.   Drawing on the work of the 

most influential Dominican friar, the 13th century Doctor of 

the Church, Thomas Aquinas, McCabe said, ‘God does not 

exist’.   The mystery of God is as deep as it gets for the 

human mind.   God is said not to exist because God is not an 
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object in the created cosmos.   God is the cause of existence, 

behind and beyond existence, not something that exists.     

 

As human beings, we are continually drawn to questions:  

Who we are?  What it is to be a human being?  Where did the 

universe come from?   Does life have meaning?   Does my life 

have meaning?   We are so much more than mere biology:  if 

you want to know what a human being is, ask a novelist, not 

a biologist!   For me, MacCulloch is suggesting that the 

Church should not portray the Mystery in a doctrinal 

straight-jacket nor overly concern itself with worldly power 

and status.   Let the Mystery of the universe speak freely 

through the transcending silence born of art, music, dance, 

meditation, hymn and prayer.   In his six-part BBC series The 

History of Christianity, a recurring theme for MacCulloch is 

Christianity’s amazing, almost miraculous, ability to survive.    

 

Yesterday The Times carried a story about millennials, those 

born this side of the year 2000, who seek out older styles of 



 5 

worship.   Drawn by the lure of a Christianity that does not 

aspire to be relevant or fashionable, many of those who have 

embarked on their own spiritual journey have sought 

churches which have ‘an air of mystery’.   Preferring the 

language of the 16th century prayers, their poetry, 

complexity and depth, the Rt Rev Lord Chartres, the former 

Bishop of London, says that many find the everyday 

dumbed-down language of normal worship to be ‘banal’. 

Chartres says, ‘There is now a younger generation who are 

realising afresh the importance of complementing the argot 

of Twitter and SMS with the majesty of Cranmer’.    

 

The Anglo-Catholic wing of the Church of England has a new 

congregation which meets on a barge, moored on a canal in 

the trendy east London district of Hackney Wick and 

intersperses mornings of millennial meditation with 

traditional morning prayer services.   The overall statistics 

for the churches, including the Church of England, are not 

good, but the Church is still there.   In Edinburgh, in the very 
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tough environment of student chaplaincy, one of the most 

promising initiatives of the Church of Scotland is a flat in the 

Canongate in which four students study, eat and live a semi-

monastic model of life and ministry, a ministry which draws 

in other students.    

 

MacCulloch said, ‘Go on asking the questions’.   The 

American-born poet, T S Eliot captured magnificently the 

importance of journey in his work, Journey of the Magi.   

Packed with biblical imagery, with allusions to the life, 

teaching and death of Jesus, it is at evening, in the darkness, 

that the Magi reach the place of their search.   So much of 

biblical and mystical writing stresses the importance of 

darkness:  God is encountered in darkness (darkness in life, 

darkness of the soul); God remains unseen, elusive, yet 

present.    

 

Eliot suggests that birth, every birth, is a death; and death, 

every death is a birth.   In the soul, when we die to self, we 
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are born again.   When we achieve self-denial, self-

forgetfulness, we live life in all its fullness.   As we look 

searchingly into the new year, are there things in our lives 

that we should forego, things that must die, if we are to step 

more fully into new life, life that affirms and nourishes who 

we are?    

 

Eliot was ‘converted’ to Anglo-Catholicism within the Church 

of England.   For a time in his life at least, he desperately 

sought ‘to concentrate, to forget self [and] to attain union 

with God’.   Like that of the Magi, the journey of this life and 

the spiritual journey can create weariness and suffering; in 

some cases, agony.   The Magi wonder if the whole thing is 

folly.   Like Dante before him, Eliot desired to secure 

something permanent and holy out of his animal feelings 

and his private failures and disappointments.   In many 

ways, at different points in our lives, human beings can be a 

mess and in a muddle, full of anguish and self-doubt.   

Through the hardships and they were real, the Magi of the 
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poem kept going.   In the Celtic Church, personal pilgrimage 

and the inner journey were a central feature of the spiritual 

life:  peregrinatio involved degrees of exile, renunciation and 

searching for one’s own desert place of encounter and 

resurrection.    

 

In December, when we reflected on the Birth narratives and, 

in particular, the Virgin Birth stories of Luke’s Gospel, I said 

that the story is drawn from the Old Testament; it is, in part, 

shaped by the birth story of Samson.   In Matthew’s Gospel, it 

is no different:  the star, King Herod and the Magi have their 

origin in the Book of Numbers.   The King of Moab wanted to 

destroy the people of Israel.   The king summoned Balaam, a 

seer, a mystic, from the East to aid him in his task.   In the 

story of Balaam, there is a donkey and an angel.   Balaam 

spoke of a star that would come out of Jacob, a star that 

would rule Israel.   The Early Church Father, Origen, wrote of 

the Magi: 
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 It is said that from Balaam arose the caste and the 
 institution of the Magi which had flourished in the 
 East.   They had in their possession in writing all 
 that Balaam had prophesied, including, ‘A star shall
 come forth from Jacob and a man shall rise from 
 Israel’…..Consequently, when Jesus was born, they 
 recognised the star and understood that the prophecy 
 had come to fulfillment.   
  
 
For me, the story of the Magi is Jewish Midrash; for Origen, it 

was because of Balaam’s prophecy that the seers from the 

East knew what to expect, and what the star meant.   It does 

not matter much whether the narrative of the Magi is 

midrash or prophetic fulfullment.   Either way, the story is 

about journey, searching, looking for the Divine, desiring 

satisfaction and completion, and craving union with the God 

who does not exist, with the Mystery which holds all 

existence in being. 

 

Amen. 

 
 
 
 
 


