HOMILY for the Solemnity of the EPIPHANY of THE LORD, January 6th., 2010
“In front of them went the star”

What do the following have in common:  Rupert Murdoch the newspaper tycoon, Mahatma Gandhi, the Abbey National Building Society (name changes from next Monday), and Adolf Hitler?
Answer:  all are recorded as putting their faith in horoscopes.    This is a major industry.   Newspaper fortune-tellers, using the signs of the zodiac, can earn, telephone call-ins included, as much as £500,000 per year.   The major newspapers sell an extra 80,000 copies at New Year, allegedly for people eager to read their fortune.   At the last millennium, the number was even greater.

Is it all complete baloney?    Professor Dawkins, taking leave from savaging Christians, certainly thinks it is. He wants professional fortune tellers jailed for fraud, no less.

So the sometime editor of the “Express”, Rosie Boycott, was asked her views on the subject:   “I believe in horoscopes to an extent.  I think they are good if they nudge you psychologically towards something you have been half-thinking, and crystallise the thought.   It’s all about language.   The good astrologists write well”.   Which could mean they don’t tell us very much.

The astrologist in the “Mail” says:  “things have to be different this year;  you already know the things to which I refer”.   Which conveniently masks the fact that the astrologist doesn’t.     My own horoscope today says:  “A financial, emotional or family dilemma is near to being settled, but unless you accept the changes involved, you run the risk of failing to enjoy the subsequent benefits fully”.    The financial dilemma could possibly be that I haven’t yet paid in your very kind Christmas Offering, but what the other things are, I haven’t a clue.    
So the wise men, who are taken to be astrologers, and therefore, to judge by the evidence above, masters of the vague, set out in search of ...  the unknown.   They take it to be a king.    Possibly because of that, and possibly also because astrologers could be thought of as dealing in dodgy business, popular tradition makes them kings instead.    

Despite all this, they are doing the right thing.   Though they do not know it, they are being led on by the Holy Spirit.    They are the model Seekers.    Jesus in the Gospel says:  “Seek, and you shall find” – but inconveniently he doesn’t say what one is seeking, nor what one will find, just that the two go together.   In another place he does say:  “Seek first the Kingdom of God”, but that, if we think about it, is not exactly very clear either.    The wise men travel because there is a road.    They follow because there is a star.    They seek because they want to find.    This is motive enough.

Gallons of ink have been used up, quite pointlessly, trying to show how the star story could fit into real astronomical history.   But it is a symbol.    The star gives light to their resolve.   It is like a silent voice, saying:  “This may seem crazy, but you are doing the right thing ...”      Christ, unknown to them, is the magnet pulling them towards his cradle.

This is in complete contrast to Herod, who is literally on the doorstep, and has all holy history at his disposal, but lacks resolve.   He wants the others to do all the hard work, and then says that he will adore.   We know he does not mean it.

The wise men go home “by a different way”.   Their search has led to a find.    Their journey – as much as what they find at the end of it – has changed their lives.     Herod experiences no change, and dies miserably.   The religious leaders remain complacent, and see nothing.
We have received our faith.   But we have not reached the goal.   We are still Seekers.    If we seek, we will find.   All we have to do is to believe, and travel on, even if it seems a long and dark road.    There may not be a literal star to guide us, but if, so to speak, we keep in our eye a heavenly starlight, we will know we cannot possibly have lost our resolve, and we will know that we are following the way.    And one day the star will stop, and there we will be!

