January 4, 1987 11 a.m.

“Guests at Dinner Table.”


FR. HEALY: 
 In the church this morning we have a massive amount of missalettes which replace the ones you have, to start using as of next Sunday.  You will recall that I have urged you, since we doubled the number of missalettes we get, to take one home with you, each person, or at least someone from each family, to take one home and let the lessons of the Sunday coming be part of your prayer life, part of your thought life, part of your experience of the church in the days between the 

Sundays.  I’m going to ask that the ushers make a point of reminding people and kind of welcoming them to take a copy.


Now if you had done that last time around, and I know some of you did, and you had read the lessons for today which we just finished reading, you might have some very relevant thoughts about what the theme should be today.  You might have guessed or prayed ahead what the homily would be.  And in that spirit I’d ask you a question.  If you did or if you had read these lessons, what do you think would have been the most important line in the three readings that we just proclaimed here?


I could picture some would say, oh, the part about gold, frankincense and myrrh, it’s so delightful, it’s like something out of a fairy tale, it captures the fancy, the imagination.  And it’s mentioned in several places, in two of the readings and I believe also in the responsorial psalm. Maybe that’s where it is.  Well, I know many a pastor, upholding some of the best traditions of preachers, would have focused right in on that line and agreed with you.  In the story, these people came and put their gold, frankincense and myrrh in front of Jesus, I stand here in Jesus’ name, bring your gold, your frankincense and your myrrh and place them before your saintly pastor so that he may use your material goods to keep the church and the parish going.


I don’t know if you read that incredible article a few Sundays ago about that church community in Washington where the pastor is proving unbelievably successful in preaching that kind of a message to people.  They are taking second mortgages on their homes, selling their cars, turning in their jewelry so that they may follow God’s will and build a new beautiful church out in the suburbs.  I’ll bet that pastor is having a great time with the readings today, if they are using the same ones.  


But, delightful though those images are, I don’t think that’s where the heart of today’s liturgy is.  Some might say the star.  That’s it, the star.  The sign in the heavens that, wherever we go, God will guide us.  Somehow or other, His light will direct us to the place where we must arrive.

Well, there’s a lot of truth in that, althought the liturgy reminds us over and over again we’re a pilgrim people who know our eternal destination, but it’s awfully hard to find out where we should be at any given moment or on a particular day or period in our life.  You could do a good homily with that, but I don’t think that’s the most important line.


It might be that message, “don’t go back.”  The angel tells the 

astrologers or the wise men or the magi, as we call them in the various traditions, don’t go back to Herod, he’s a liar.  He said he wants to know where the baby is so he can come and worship.   He really wants to come and kill him to put an end to any potential competition, even though he knows the scriptures are being fulfilled, a promise being kept.  Don’t go back. You could give a homily about that, how, somehow or other, God sort of warns us where the real trouble is, and so, with hearts filled with faith, they can avoid trouble by listening for God’s message, avoid this and that.  Another good homily.


But I think that the most important line in this liturgy, that captures the spirit of this liturgy, that really explains to us why we have Epiphany, is in the second reading.  It tells us why Christmas for us is not complete, no matter how much everyone else around us has laid it aside as a memory until next year, our Christmas is not complete until we accept the challenge from this line in the second reading:  


“God’s secret plan was revealed to me,” Paul says, “unknown in former ages, but now revealed by the Spirit, and it is no less than this.  In Christ Jesus, the gentiles are now co-heirs with the Jews, members of the same body, and sharers of the promise through the preaching of the Gospel, this Good News.”   


That’s the heart of the liturgy right there.  “No less than this, that in Christ Jesus, the gentiles are now co-heirs, members of the same body, full sharers of the promise.”


I remember – and I’m not particularly proud of the memory, and it’s not altogether a happy memory; on the contrary – but I remember well when I was a little kid feeling some genuine resentment – I might as well be honest, and even pouting sometimes -- over a phenomenon that kept happening in our family.  Of course, as the 12th of 13 children, I was already in trouble.  I was destined – at that time I would have said doomed – to wear hand-me-downs and to eat lots of leftovers.   Eight brothers ahead of me.  Surely something one of them had worn would fit.  I wasn’t too happy about that.


But the particular thing I remember being resentful about is the way strangers would come to our house and they would be given the best places at table, the best cuts of meat, and a fuss would be made over them, and my sisters and brothers and I, the youngest ones, were sometimes not even given a place at the table.  They set up an extra one over to one side for us.  I hated that!


(Laugher from congregation).


Poor Caitlin.  As number nine, she’s going to have to fight for her place at the table.


That really got on my nerves.  Sometimes we didn’t even get to sit at a side table, there were two servings.  We got leftovers – as we saw it – even though it was part of the meal just prepared.


Well, I thank God – and my mother and father – that I did some growing up and realized that in what I chose to see as being treated second class, or being unappreciated, was in fact one of the most important lessons they could teach me.  They were teaching that when guests come to our house, they will be given the place of honor.  And the children of this family, if they capture our spirit, will rejoice to give the best they have to those who have not earned it by being part of the daily family life and struggle, but, because they are our guests – and by the way, they weren’t always invited guests – but we will treat them as special people and we will be willing to step back and sacrifice in order to fuss over and make them feel welcome and important.


My parents were teaching us one of the most fundamental lessons of the Gospel in that process.  And it is the message of Epiphany today.


I ask you to consider something.  That’s a real story from my own experience, and I could tell by some of your faces not an altogether 

unfamiliar experience for some of you.    Now I’m going to ask you to just imagine something.  Pretend that you were born a Jew back in that 

period of history when Jesus actually came.  Not just born a Jew but that you grew up being a good Jew.  That you really read your Scriptures.  When your mom and dad tried to tell you what the tradition meant, you really listened, you reflected on it, you prayed over it, you read the 

Scriptures not just when they required you to do it but sometimes in your free time, that you really got into this tradition.  And, as any Jew who did that, you would have learned that at the heart of the whole message was a Savior will come.  Yahweh shall send a Messiah.  And so as a good, practicing, loving, religious Jew, you lived day in and day out with the high hope that someday he would come and you might be there to see him.  

Have you got the feel of that?  Can you pretend that that’s you?  And then imagine getting the news, hey, he has come.  And guess what?  The first people he appeared to were poor peasants with no education and who probably didn’t know all that much about our religion.  And if that doesn’t upset you enough, get this.  His next appearance was to     foreigners!  You know, “those people,” from some other country              altogether.  Not even fellow citizens with us, they don’t even know our religion, they don’t practice it, they don’t honor and love our Scriptures.  The Messiah came and put in first place the poor and the foreigners.


I suggest to you, you might be one really angry Jew, if that had happened to you.  But it was no accident.  It was because, from the beginning, God was determined that those who would welcome His Son would know that His Son first welcomed those who would not be welcomed otherwise.



That’s the heart of the feast today.  It is the crowning and the completion of the message of  Christmas.   Do you remember a couple of weeks ago I challenged some of the kids?  I said, “Ask your parents for a present early.  And if you’ve got the nerve, ask them for the best present and put that here under this tree for someone else’s child.”   That, and so many other things I’ve said to you Sunday after Sunday, are only echoes of what the church is saying to us all today.  The Christian people are the people who are ready, or in the measure they were not they are working to be ready, to give the best welcome and the best place to those outside, not yet welcomed or brought in.  


It’s not an easy message.  It is, as I must say over and over again, a message impossible to translate into deed unless God helps you.  And He will if you really ask.  That’s what it’s about.  Those astrologers, those magi, those wise men, whoever, whatever they were, they were a sign of this, clearly, a people on the outside – and there was never a religion in the history of the world that so clearly focused on one people as the insiders, the Chosen People.  To this day it’s part of the sacred tradition of the Jewish community that it is seen as something of a tragedy for anyone to marry outside the community.  To this day the Jews, in sincerity and faith, await the coming of this Messiah, believing he will come most specially to them, and that they, in turn, somehow will bless the other nations.  

But we are the people who believe the promise is kept.  We are the ones chosen not to be better than or above others, but chosen to be the servants, the welcomers, the link with other people to our God.  And we must be willing that they take first place  and we rejoice in being at the foot of the same table.

It’s a painful message.  But it’s really an exciting message.  And any and all of you who have ever really tried to do it know that.  You know the power that there is behind the old saying, “It’s more blessed to give than to receive. “  When you really try it, it turns out to be true.  When you really welcome people whom you would otherwise hold at arm’s length, you are always somehow enriched by the experience.  But, even if we didn’t like it, even if we didn’t feel good for opening our hearts, our homes, our lives to those otherwise excluded, we would be bound to do it anyway, if we would dare to call ourselves God’s people, the Christian people, the followers of Jesus.  He smiled, if you will, on the foreigner before the gift of His presence was fully shared with the people of His own nation. 

That poster marks today as the beginning of Migration Week.  The Catholic Church in the United States has given special attention to this theme.  I made little reproductions of it, put them all over the place, so that you couldn’t miss it.  Took down all the posters at the back of the church.  There’s nothing there except repeats of that, asking that we make this Epiphany and this week which it begins, but, even more, this year which it opens up for us, a year of a deeper appreciation of the richness of our diversity and our solemn obligation as God’s people to open our hearts and our whole being to welcome in those who are as yet outside.

I wish that we could have made some plans a little earlier, a little sooner, but, as you know, many of you were away for Christmas and so on.  It’s somewhat belated, but we have a plan next Sunday to sign this, at each of the liturgies we’ll have some music in another language, perhaps in Spanish, but we’ll at least have some piece of music like that.  And next Sunday, you are all invited, when you come to church, to, instead of the usual breakfast, especially if you represent some distinct culture or ethnic experience, to bring some bit of food from that tradition to share with others after the Mass over in the hall.  Those of you who might be able to do so, to wear a distinctive dress that expressed another culture.  We’re going to try and get some families involved that can clearly show that they represent people who are from another culture, become one with us in the offertory procession, and so on.  I hope that many of you, but especially those of you who are born of another country,  who literally come from another culture, will especially be interested in this. 

Suzanne Peflowski(?) will be over at the hall after the Mass to take the names of people who might be interested in some way or other getting in on this.  But I want to give this caution.  Planned, as it were, at the last minute, we can do just so much for next Sunday, and that will be ritual and symbol.  But what I’m more interested in is the ongoing reality that we need to symbolize, that this will be a community better informed about the problems of refugees and immigrants, people always on the move with no place to lay their heads.  People who don’t have a place they can call home, or people whose homes have been wrested from them and who are now in search of a place to be welcome.

I hope that this community will become ever more sensitized.  And I observe this, that maybe we have a little more of an obligation in this regard than just your average community or Catholic parish.  Think about it.  I say it often and hope you’ll never forget it.  The parish started as a church of a very small community of black people who then, in turn, welcomed white people to worship and celebrate with them as one family.  But in more recent years we’ve become much more diverse than that.  We have a beautiful community within the community of people from the Philippines. We have a segment of our community from as many as four or five different Latin or Central American countries. We have people from several countries in Africa who are regular members of this parish.  We have several Haitian families.  We are greatly blessed.  Greatly blessed in this diversity.

But with the blessing comes the responsibiility to be more attuned and sensitive to each other and to become a community that gives a sign of the welcome and the blessing of Jesus that, strange as it sounds, is most especially intended for those who would be treated as foreigners, outsiders, intruders by other people.

I put it to you this way.  Christmas will be over, our great Christmas celebration, with the ending of this liturgy or the ending of this day, this feast of Epiphany.  But its challenge is, and must always be in the hearts of those who are truly Christian, to share the good news, welcoming in all those who would otherwise be left outside.  That’s why the wise men, the astrologers came.  It’s why the church will not let us sing the last carol or put the tree and the decorations in the church away until this feast has crowned the Christmas celebration.

I invite you, I welcome you, I urge you, but Jesus, with or without me, demands of you, that you be a people who care about refugees and migrants, people on the move, and make them your people, our people.  Because why?  Because, as Paul said in this reading, the message wasn’t known or understood to the previous generations, but God’s secret plan, as I briefly described it, revealed to us but unknown to us in former ages, now revealed by the Spirit, is no less than this:  In Christ Jesus, the gentiles, those others, those outsiders, those foreigners, are now co-heirs with the Chosen People, members of the same body, sharers of the promise through the preaching of the Good News.

That is the Good News.  You are – or should be – the Good News to those who have not yet heard.
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