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An Epiphany Prayer from the Right Rev. Richard Bott, Moderator of the United Church of Canada. 
 

Make me a magi, God. 
Make me someone who looks up and wonders; 
someone ready to leave my comfort 
and journey, not knowing exactly 
the destination. 
 
Make me a seeker of possibility, 
a searcher for truth, 
one who asks questions when I lose 
my way. 
 
Make me someone who listens to dreams, 
who accepts not only my own mind, 
but is open to the messengers of yours. 
 
Make me someone who kneels 
in sacred places, (even when my legs are tired), 
who celebrates when they meet the Holy Child, 
who gives gifts without counting the cost. 
 
Make me someone who travels a new way, 
willing to accept new hardship, 
to protect others from the powers-of-the-day. 
 
Oh, make me a magi, God, 
that I might glimpse your, "Aha!" 
and, with that Epiphany, alive in my heart, 
travel on. 
 
Amen. 

 
This prayer is of course, based on our Gospel reading today, from the book of Matthew: 

 
In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, Magi from the East 
came to Jerusalem, asking, ‘Where is the child who has been born king of the Judeans? For 
we observed his star at its rising, and have come to pay him homage.’  



 
When King Herod heard this, he was frightened, and all Jerusalem with him; and calling 
together all the chief priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the 
Messiah was to be born.  
 
They told him, ‘In Bethlehem of Judea 
 

These figures, the Magi, are one of the clearest examples of the way that a Christianized culture 
have taken on a life of their own far beyond the biblical text. 
 
We Three Kings of Orient Are… 
 
The Three Wisemen… 
 
The word that appears in the Greek manuscripts of the Book of Matthew is Magi which if you note 
sounds a lot like magic you are sort of right. 
 
In fact it is the other way around. 
 
Magus, from which English picks up Magic is the Greek transliteration of Mageoi, the Ancient 
Persian word referring to the priestly clan specifically within the Zoarastrian Tradition.  
 
So the first thing to note here is that we are witnessing to an encounter across different faiths. 
 
But this is fitting, as it is considered that Zorastrianism would have had a great deal of a influence 
on the Judaism of the Second Temple period, the time of Jesus of Nazareth.  
 
Most simply, there was a great deal of travel and intermingling of ideas in the Ancient Near East. 
 
Add to that the years of Exile in which many of the elite of the Israelite people spent time in 
Babylon, which will of course have affected the theology of the people.  
 
Many consider that Zoarastrianism is where Judaism of the Second Temple Period picks up most 
clearly its Universalist leanings.  
 
This is notable in this encounter then around Messiah and whether that is to be read as a singular 
eschatological figure or a more universal conception. 
 
The Magi of Persia are sometimes called firepriests for their connection to that element, including in 
its manifestation in the stars. 
 
They are then connected to these primal lights. 
 



They come to Herod in Jerusalem stating that they seek “The child who has been born king of the 
Judeans”, this is sometimes rendered as King of the Jews, which can set us up to make more of a 
religious conflict than actually exists in the text. 
 
But there is a problem with this request. 
 
That title is already occupied.  
 
Herod is the King of the Judeans. 
 
That title was given by the Roman Senate to Herod. 
 
It’s not his hereditary title. 
 
Herod’s father was known to have been in good standing with Julius Caesar, and when Herod is in 
his mid through late 20s he is farms the taxes of Western Galillee for the Roman Senate.  
 
To further diminish the specter of a religious conflict with Herod representing Judiams and Jesus 
Christianity which has been the cause of so much Christian anti-semitism, it is worth noting that in 
fact Herod was if anything, an Arab convert to Judaism, and from reports of a decadent lifestyle, 
and the conflict between he and the religious leadership (both the Pharisees and Saducees 
opposed Herod), he was not a faithful Jew by any stretch. 
 
If anything, Herod most clearly represents the Roman appropriation of the Judean elite to further 
colonial interests. His vast building projects included the expansion of the temple, done not out of 
religious devotion but to establish Jerusalem as a capital city worthy of his belief in his own dignity 
and grandeur. 
 
So we have here, depending on historical perspective, a shrewd maneuvering politician, or a 
downright thug who established power through violence and intimidation, who is now confronted 
with scholarly priests who would not be dismissed as foreign pagans, but as wise cousins to the 
local tradition who have come seeking a child who will bear the title that Herod has worked so 
hard to solidify in his own name and legacy. 
 

When King Herod heard this, he was frightened, and all Jerusalem with him 
 
It’s an interesting phrase, that all Jerusalem was frightened along with Herod.  
 
Now, if we remember our readings from a few weeks ago, in which we meet the aged Simeon and 
Anna, who, when Jesus is brought, as is the custom at 8 days old to the Temple in Jerusalem, see 
him there and see in him a fulfillment of what has been promised in the prophets for their day. 
 
I think we better read “all Jerusalem with him” as referring to the elite of Jerusalem, those who 
status and power relies on the divided and subjugated community that as been wrought under 
Roman Imperial rule.  



 
Those who have tied their fortunes to Herod. 
 
It’s a reminder that a spirit of being can be communal and contagious.  
 
The Ancient writers of the Christian Scriptures referred to these as powers.  
 
I think sometime we as modern, rational readers are dismissive. 
 
We read these texts thinking that the Ancient writers believed that there was some sort of spectral 
presence behind this.  
 
Behind the Herodian elite panic which justifies infanticide to maintain status quo. 
 
But many in fact read the Ancients as being much more agnostic in their use of such terms/ideas. 
 
They rightly sense that there is something more than individual going on here.  
 
A communal spirit of fear, entitlement, grapsing.  
 
When the Ancients speak of this as demonic, I don’t think we should read this as suggesting that 
there is one of those red-suited, trident bearing, mini-devils sitting on their shoulders. 
 
But they are pointing to a true dynamic, in calling this demonic – an insatiability, an opposition to 
the fecundity of life.  
 
Our reading ends just short of the most tragic moment.  
 

When Herod saw that he had been tricked by the wise men, he was infuriated, and he sent 
and killed all the children in and around Bethlehem who were two years old or under, 
according to the time that he had learned from the [magi].  

 
For Herod, death is a dynamic to be controlled and wielded. 
 
The Magi on the other had embody a curiosity and generosity. 
 
A self-giving that allows that which is possible to emerge. 
 
The Magi relate to death as well. 
 
One of the gifts listed here, myrrh is a substance associated with death and burial. 
 
Annointing a body. 
 



Like Mary the Magdalene will bring with her to the tomb later in the book of Matthew when she 
discovers the stone has been rolled away. 
 
The Magi are friends of death, honouring its role in the service of life.  
 
Honouring death as sacred. 
 
Honouring that from the death of that which was and is shall come that which can be! 
 
Herod of course cannot fathom death as anything more than an end to be avoided. 
 
Kateri Boucher, Associate Editor of Geez Magazine points to this dynamic in her editorial to the 
Winter Edition of the magazine (which incidentally is the focus of our January 28, Theology on 
Thursday event): 
 

Not the kind of death that nourishes life and grows intimately with it. But the kind of death 
that eats life. That demolishes it. The kind of death that is constantly running from itself, and 
needs more and more and more and more simply to survive.1 

 
This is Herod, an epitome of death that is constantly demolishing and running, needing more and 
more to simply survive. 
 
Herod, a figure in history. 
 
Herod, a character in our sacred text. 
 
But Herod, also an archetype of a posture of power which still exists today. 
 
It was a tremendous and tragic irony that the day of Epiphany, actually fell this past Wednesday, 
as a modern example of desperate grasping to power and privilege played out in a terrifying way 
on tv screens and online newsfeeds. 
 
Violence incited by the epitome of power. 
 
Fear and insatiable grasping running amok. 
 
Trying to prevent change. 
 
Trying to hold on. 
 
Trying to deny. 
 
																																																								
1	https://geezmagazine.org/magazine/article/dispatch-from-a-dragons-belly 
	



Doors are locked in terror. 
 
As the unimaginable and unimaginative plays out. 
 
Unimaginable, but for so many, predictable, even if the scope was shocking. 
 
The day after, there were of course so many who sought to make sense of this, and many of the 
Christian Tradition drew on this very story, seeing the Herod spirit play out and seeking to respond 
with the creativity of the Magi. 
 
Robin McGauley in a United Church Minister, a Metalsmith, Spiritual Director and Anti-Racism 
Mentor. She posted the following on Thursday morning: 
 

Do something today that indicates that you value life.  
 
Doing so is profoundly counter-cultural.  
 
Here are some ideas to get you started:  
 
Close your eyes and take a big deep breath in. Hold it in. See how long you can hold it. 
Notice what transpires inside you as you hold in your breath.  
 
Then, let your breath out the way that matches how you feel - slow and peaceful, forceful 
and energy shifting or maybe like a deep sigh. Whatever feels right.  
 
Make a donation to your local food bank.  
 
Make a cup of tea then sit and drink it. Do nothing else - just be present to your cup of tea.  
 
Compost.  

 
I am sharing this because we so desperately need this shift.  
 
The powerful want chaos. It serves their purposes. It serves to uphold the culture of 
dominance.  
 
If culture is ever going to change, we have to want to shift our whole focus to tending ways 
of being and thinking that value the inherent dignity of life. 
 
We each can’t do this alone.  
 
This isn’t about doing something privately for your own self-care and then going back to 
feeding the ways of the dominant culture.  
 



Seek to shift the narrative to nurturing that which is life-giving and encourage others to do 
the same.  
 
Constantly ask yourself these questions: Do my actions reflect that I value life?  
 
Or, do my actions reflect that I value taking life?  

 
I believe that one of the spiritual tasks of Epiphany is to nurture a Magi spirit within a world of 
infectious Herod(ism). 
 
Of course, it would be overly simple to seek to divide the world into Magi or Herod. 
 
But I believe that this text does invite a reflection on how these dynamics are at work. 
 
In our world 
 
In our institutions and communities 
 
In ourselves.  
 
The Magi believe that something is ever being born anew 
 
Ancient and new all at once 
 
They long to witness to that which is coming 
 
They long to offer of themselves in the service of that which can be! 
 
I’ve been thinking about this in relation to the STAR WORDS. 
 
If we were worshipping in person today you would have been invited, upon arrival to chose a 
word at random, or perhaps we could call consider that the word chooses us. 
 
A word upon which to meditate this day and the weeks to come. 
 
And if the STAR WORDS represent a MAGI possibility 
 
What HEROD spirit needs to die/cease to make room. 
 
What habitual/structural dynamic. 
 
I flipped through some of the STAR WORDS I had picked up during Advent and thought about 
how a culture of achievement and glorification of busyness stifled the word PLAY. 
 
I thought about how stereotypical male detachment stifle the word TENDERNESS. 



How an economy of exploitation stifles the words ABUNDANCE and VOCATION. 
 
Epiphany is a season of encounter. 
 
The Magi represent to us an openness. 
 
Herod represents a posture of fear, entitlement, and closure.  
 
May we have the courage, like the Magi, to find another way home. 
 
A resistance to the Herod posture in our world. 
 
That inhabits halls of power, but also, too often, much more banal forms, that while less spectral 
and spectacular, hold us in place. 
 
Holding us in fear. 
 
As the gentle voice of the star beckons us forth. 
 
 


