
Epiphany sermon 6  th   January 2011  

Most of you will have heard by now I guess that our eldest son and his fiancee had a baby 
son on 27th December making us grandparents for the first time. So this Epiphany we 
definitely have recent experience of traveling to see a new-born baby and bearing gifts. 
We didn't follow a star down the M4; my old Fiat Estate car is not quite as recalcitrant as a 
camel; and we carried more practical, and less symbolic, gifts; nothing in the way of gold, 
frankincense and myrrh; rather clothes, baby equipment, and extra food supplies for the 
parents. 

But there was another gift shared on that first encounter between us and our first 
grandchild – that carries a very close similarity between our experience and that I believe 
of the Magi – and that is the gift of love. Suddenly there is this new small being in the world 
tugging at your heart. All the material gifts we may have to offer can really only be true gifts 
when they are expressions of the gift of love; which is also when we give of ourselves.

The Magi were unrelated to the baby Jesus in the familial sense – their love for him, and 
his tug on their hearts was not that of kith and kin – the very point of this story is that the 
Christ child is for all peoples and all nations -  but nonetheless they paid him homage – the 
ancient expression of allegiance to a Lord or King as one's own – they gave of themselves 
first - their allegiance, their loyalty, their love – because they saw Jesus for who he was, 
God's gift to all people, the Light and Life of all. The gospel is quite specific that it was after 
they knelt before the Christ child in homage, then they opened their treasure-chests and 
gave him their gifts.

The season of Epiphany is therefore a good time to reflect on giving and gifts.

The book I'm reading currently is a philosophical reflection by the American author 
Marilynne Robinson who is best known as a novelist since she won the Orange Prize for 
Fiction in 2009. Her book The Absence of Mind challenges the dominance in our Western 
society of those supposedly scientific ways of thinking about human life which make as if 
our personal and subjective experience – our own minds -  count for nothing. We are so 
familiar and used to this way of thinking these days we don't even notice how dominant it 
is . But you will recognise it when I say that it is all those theories which reckon that you 
don't know the true reason why you do anything really, only experts know – so who we fall 
in love with has nothing to do with what we think and feel about the other person;  its really 
because of our genes; or when we help someone else, its really a hidden form of  self-
preservation. It's the ideas that we are really nothing more than machines  - complex ones 
of course – but machines all the same - who like to think we know what's going on but we 
don't.  And because it's this way of thinking that is used by vocal atheists like Richard 
Dawkins to discredit faith and religion – though often in a very dogmatic and actually 
unscientific way – Robinson's book is also a defence of the intellectual validity of a 
religious vision of the world.

The reason I mention this is because Robinson in her book reminds us that altruism is a 
real problem for these theories. Altruism is the selfless concern for others – wanting to help 
or do good to others without concern for any payback or rewards. So it is close to what is 
involved in the giving of a true gift. That doesn't fit with explanations based on mindless 
processes of survival or growth. So those kinds of theories are always trying to argue that 
the human capacity for selfless giving has an ulterior motive – like, it has evolved in order 
to preserve the human species.



But in the characteristically Christian way of thinking the reality of life includes the spiritual 
dimension – the human capacity for awareness of God's love – that we become truly 
ourselves when we allow God's love to work in us – when we recall that the whole of our 
life is a gift; and that calls from us giving and caring for others in response – not to gain 
rewards in return or out of duty – but simply in order to be who we are. It is who we are as 
children of God to love without counting the cost, to give freely of ourselves and of our 
resources when needed. 

This is a very different approach to life – it is the key difference between living by faith in 
God and living without faith in God. It is the ultimate irreducible miracle. To be faithful 
Christian believers in God we don't have to believe literally in miraculous events like the 
existence of a guiding star stopping over a stable, but we do hold fast to the one 
irreducible miracle which is God's being, in love, for us. This is the basic miracle all faith is 
founded on – that the loving God is alive in our lives  and in the world, freely giving.

What this means is that with God we are always called into freedom – freedom to go 
beyond the limitations and restrictions of our egotism and self-regard, to step over the 
walls of fear for our selves. To be who we are.

In his new year message the Dalai Lama offered words we as Christians can affirm though 
we may come from a different understanding of the true source of inner peace:

“One of the mind’s most marvellous qualities is that it can be transformed. I have no doubt 
that those who attempt to transform their minds, overcome their disturbing emotions and 
achieve a sense of inner peace, will, over a period of time, notice a change in their mental 
attitudes and responses to people and events. Their minds will become more disciplined 
and positive. And I am sure they will find their own sense of happiness grow as they 
contribute to the greater happiness of others”

Saint Paul spoke similarly of the transformation of our minds into Christ and, apparently 
quoting a saying of Jesus, that we are happier giving than receiving.

During this season of Epiphany in the sermons and themes of our services at All Saints we 
are going to be looking especially at giving, giving  to God in our lives; of our energies, of 
our money, of our time, of ourselves. 

With the mention of money of course we can so easily take fright. How many of us feel we 
need all the money we can get; and how Christian is that feeling? As a church community 
at All Saints from our net income each year we give away the first 10% to the work of God 
in the wider world -especially to work amongst the poor, the sick and those suffering the 
effects of war and natural disaster. I'm glad we do that as a church and I know that as long 
as we have the leaders and members we have in this church that will not change – it is 
part of who we are. We are not prepared to be a church which will not share in the burden 
of those in need – how hollow would our own enjoyment of the life we have here be, of 
support and fellowship in Christ ,  if we ignored the plight of those who struggle in the 
world, if we failed to try and share the good news we have in Christ – when Christ took our 
burden on himself to set us free?

What we do as a community is a challenge to what we do as families and as individuals 
with our money. Last year the General Synod of the Church of England set a challenge to 
all of us that we aspire – that we find a way to work towards – giving away the first 10% of 
our own net incomes to support God's work beyond the rightful needs of our own life and 



our own families. The Synod challenge to Church of England members is to work towards 
giving 5% to the Church and the other 5% to other worthwhile work. You may not agree 
with this level or with the idea of setting a percentage – undoubtedly a percentage figure 
even when applied across the board is still more difficult for those on low incomes. But 
whether you agree or not with this,  the challenge makes us think – how important to me is 
the flourishing of my church and its effectiveness in the community? Do I really give 
generously and realistically?
 
The Synod call is timely;  with many church budgets  including our own parish, now facing 
deficit; not through imprudence or excess in our case; but through the changes that have 
come upon us in the wider economy. Understandably you may think that with tax rises and 
cutbacks, and unemployment rising, this is not the time to make this challenge. But when 
is a right time? Maybe this is the best time of all. It is a well known maxim that you should 
never waste a good crisis. The financial crisis is a good time to re-assess the role and 
importance of money and things in our lives. What is it that makes us happy and fulfilled 
anyway? And why should the economic mess that we have all walked into with varying 
degrees of blindness cause the things we really care about, like a flourishing church and 
the valuable work of other charities, to be destroyed; when we have it in our power to give 
what we can to support them if we choose.

At Epiphany God’s miraculous gift of love in Christ is freely revealed to all the world. To 
give and care for others than ourselves or our own is not a sophisticated hidden means of 
getting; but it is truly to be who we are – children of the giving God. Let us like the Magi 
kneel before the Christ child in faith and bring our gifts to him.

I end with the prayer attributed to Ignatius of Loyola

Teach us, good Lord, to serve you as you deserve;
to give and not to count the cost;
to fight and not to heed the wounds;
to toil and not to seek for rest;
to labour and not to ask for any reward,
save that of knowing that we do your will.

David Hodgson January 2011


