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I lived in Cambridge for 7 years, and every day I walked or cycled past its magnificent medieval buildings. 

After a while, I got so used to them that I hardly noticed them. Then my job changed and I moved to one 

of the villages five miles away, and I went into Cambridge less often. On one of my visits I was walking along 

Kings Parade when I had an unexpected experience. I saw Kings College Chapel as if for the first time. I felt 

as if I’d been stopped in my tracks by that awe-inspiring architecture that just for an instant seemed to 

speak of something else.  

A flash of revelation, perhaps; an epiphany episode. I wonder if that’s anything like what the wise men in 

today’s gospel experienced when they saw something they weren’t expecting in the night sky.  

What do we know about them? Christian tradition refers to them as kings, gives them names, and 

assumes they were a trio of men. But none of this is in the gospel story. According to Matthew they are 

‘magi’ – observers of the night sky who assumed, like many in their day, that stars in the heavens could 

speak of earthly things, like the birth of great men. We can imagine them noticing changes in what they 

observed. And they drew what to them was the obvious conclusion. Something of great significance is 

happening over in the west, and it’s calling us to find out what it is.  

Their epiphany episode called them to saddle their camels, gather their most precious gifts and head 

west for Jerusalem. By the time they arrive they realise that a child has been born who is destined to 

become a great man, ‘the king of the Jews’. So they head for the obvious place, the royal palace, where the 

current king Herod is disturbed by their enquiry. The last thing he wants is a rival to stir things up. ‘Where 

has this Christ-child been born?’ the magi ask. ‘The star doesn’t tell us’. So Herod summons the local Bible 

experts, who remind him of the words of the prophet Micah. Bethlehem is the birthplace of the king of the 

Jews. 

The story of the magi searching out Jesus by following the star and listening to Scripture is the script for 

the feast of Epiphany in the Western church. I wonder what it tells us about the ways in which the Christ-

like God speaks to us. What does it reveal about the way the Bible brings God’s revelation through the 

natural world into sharper focus? 

I read recently about a branch of the Orthodox Church in the highlands of Ethiopia around Lake Tana, 

the source of the Nile. In Amhara province are thousands of churches built at the centre of circles of 

forest. These church forests have been preserved as an act of faith for centuries. Now, in the fast-expanding 

economy of a country which has lost 90% of its forests over the past century, these church forests are 

important ecological centres, “islands of biodiversity in a sea of agricultural expansion” (see Kieran Dodds, 

www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/nov/08/gardens-of-eden-the-church-forests-of-ethiopia-aoe).  

Christian belief lies at the heart of the Ethiopian Orthodox church’s conservation activities. At the 

beginning of the Bible, in the book of Genesis, the tree of life stands in the garden of Eden (Gen 3.22). In 

the Bible’s final book, the tree of life stands in the new Jerusalem and its leaves bring healing to the nations 

http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/nov/08/gardens-of-eden-the-church-forests-of-ethiopia-aoe


(Rev 22.2). Ethiopian Christians recognise trees as significant Christian symbols. Trees interpreted by 

Scripture are epiphanies of the Christ-like God. They reveal a higher wisdom that speaks to us of God and 

our place in creation. They call us tread gently and cherish the earth. 

It’s easy to think that our talk of saving the planet and avoiding climate destruction is simply about 

ensuring that our fragile planet has a future. But however important this is, for Christians there is more. 

We can see the climate crisis as a series of epiphany episodes, in which the Christ-like God is speaking to 

us. Our Ethiopian brothers and sisters in Christ remind us that cherishing the earth is an essential part of 

our human vocation as those who are made in the image of God. 

In Lent our Cathedral will launch EcoPledge22. It’s designed to help all of us to take small but significant 

steps in Christian faith by caring more deliberately for God’s gift of creation. The strapline of EcoPledge22 

is ‘Loving God; being a good neighbour; cherishing the earth’. Why these words? Because they remind us 

that our scriptures see strong yet fragile people and planet as epiphanies of the Christ-like God. 

EcoPledge22 acknowledges that we can’t change our ways overnight. Treading more gently and living more 

generously are more like a journey than a moment. Like the magi, we’re called to search for what God’s 

creation is saying to us, and work out what it means to fulfil our sacred trust.  

In St Matthew’s epiphany account, the magi leave the scene once they’ve brought their gifts to Jesus, 

Mary and Joseph. The story then takes a dark turn. Herod feels so threatened by the prospect of another 

‘king of the Jews’ that he orders the killing of every boy born in the Bethlehem area in the past two years. 

Which leads to another epiphany episode: God warns Joseph in a dream to flee with Mary and the child 

Jesus to Egypt, where they’ll be safe from Herod’s cruelty. Jesus, Mary and Joseph become asylum seekers. 

The Christ-like God is revealed as a refugee.  

The holy family remind us of people fleeing for safety from Afghanistan and Syria and elsewhere; people 

on the borders of Belarus and Poland, of England and Europe. And Jesus the refugee invites us to search for 

what God is saying to us through those who are being displaced from their homelands by powerful political 

forces. In St Matthew’s story, people who long to be safe and settled are epiphanies of the Christ-like God, 

who calls us to be a good neighbour to them, by responding kindly and generously. 

You may have heard the story of Little Amal, a 3.5 metre high puppet of a nine-year old Syrian girl. Amal 

– her name means ‘hope’ – was made by the company who constructed the puppets in War Horse, the 

stage version of Michael Morpurgo’s novel. Amal left Syria last July with her entourage of 25 puppeteers on 

what its organisers called The Walk, “a travelling festival of art and hope in support of refugees”. Their 

5000 mile journey along the route taken by many Syrian refugees across Europe was marked by concerts 

and parties and workshops. In Rome, Little Amal was blessed by Pope Francis. She arrived in Manchester 

two months ago. Along the way she received her warmest welcome from refugee communities, who saw 

her as their representative, and were deeply moved by the way she was celebrated. One of The Walk’s 

organisers said: ‘We’re not politicians, we’re saying: remember, refugees are people’. 

Refugees are people like Mary and Joseph and Jesus, epiphanies of the Christ-like God who call us to 

welcome strong yet fragile people with compassion and generosity as if we were welcoming Christ himself. 

Like cherishing the planet, compassion for refugees is not an optional extra but an essential part of a living, 

breathing Christian faith.  

http://www.walkwithamal.org/


I’m still not sure what to make of my epiphany episode in Cambridge, when I saw King’s College Chapel 

in a new light. I’m much more confident about the message of the feast of the Epiphany – the way it calls us 

to notice what’s happening in our world; to use the Scriptures to understand its epiphany episodes; and to 

see this new year as our setting off on a journey of faith and hope and compassion and cherishing. 

Pray that like the magi, we may be receptive and deliberate and generous in the way we respond to our 

calling this year. 
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