Epiphany

Chapter 6

ePiPhAnY
INTRODUCTION
The word Epiphany means manifestation. The readings for Epiphany manifest, or reveal, the person and nature of Jesus.
The feast of Epiphany is celebrated on January 6, a date chosen
in ancient times to counteract a pagan festival in Egypt that marked
the winter solstice. The pagan festival used themes of light, water,
and wine. Making use of these same elements, the Eastern Church
celebrates the revelation of Jesus Christ at his birth, marked by
the light of the Nativity star; at his baptism in water; and at Cana,
where he changed water to wine.
The Western Church, which had begun to celebrate Christmas on December 25 in opposition to a pagan winter solstice in
Rome, appropriated some, but not all, of the Eastern significance
of Epiphany. In the West, celebration of Epiphany emphasized the
visit of the magi, guided by the Nativity star. This event came to be
interpreted as the revelation of Jesus Christ to the Gentiles.

Remembering the Magi
Scripture does not describe the number or race or mode of travel of
the magi. The biblical emphasis is on the magi’s three gifts: gold,
frankincense, and myrrh. These gifts reveal the royal, divine, and
sacrificial nature of the infant Jesus.
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Many customs exist in European countries that give the day far
more significance than in our own culture. Some countries use this
day, rather than Christmas Day, as the time to exchange gifts. Other
countries observe the day with “Star Carols” sung by a procession of
singers, dressed as magi and carrying stars.

The Baptism of Jesus
The Baptism of Jesus, observed on the first Sunday after Epiphany,
is an important feast of the season. At his baptism, Jesus is revealed
as the Son of God and sealed by God’s Holy Spirit. After this
feast, the Sundays of Ordinary Time, between Epiphany and Lent,
reveal Jesus enacting his baptismal ministry of preaching, teaching,
and healing.
Our own baptisms share in this manifestation or revelation. At
baptism, each of us stood revealed as God’s own child, sealed with
the Holy Spirit, and called to ministry and mission.
As we come to the end of the Christmas season, let us look with
joy to our Savior, revealed by the star that shone at his birth, by the
waters of his baptism, and by the power of his ministry. See, the
Lord goes forth to teach, to preach, and to heal. Let us look—and
then follow.
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WORSHIP
Opening Prayer
The gospel for Epiphany is from Matthew 2:1–12. Proclaim this
gospel at the beginning of your Celebration:
Jesus was born in the town of Bethlehem in Judea, during
the time when Herod was king. Soon afterward, some men
who studied the stars came from the East to Jerusalem and
asked, “Where is the baby born to be the king of the Jews?
We saw his star when it came up in the east, and we have
come to worship him.”
When King Herod heard about this, he was very upset, and
so was everyone else in Jerusalem. He called together all the
chief priests and the teachers of the Law and asked them,
“Where will the Messiah be born?”
“In the town of Bethlehem in Judea,” they answered. “For
this is what the prophet wrote:
Bethlehem in the land of Judah,
you are by no means the least of the leading cities of Judah;
for from you will come a leader
who will guide my people Israel.”

So Herod called the visitors from the East to a secret meeting and found out from them the exact time the star had
appeared. Then he sent them to Bethlehem with these
instructions: “Go and make a careful search for the child;
and when you find him, let me know, so that I too may go
and worship him.”
And so they left, and on their way they saw the same star
they had seen in the East. When they saw it, how happy
they were, what joy was theirs! It went ahead of them until
it stopped over the place where the child was. They went
into the house, and when they saw the child with his mother
Mary, they knelt down and worshiped him. They brought
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out their gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh, and presented them to him.
Then they returned to their country by another road, since
God had warned them in a dream not to go back to Herod.

The Blessing of the Home
From the time of the Middle Ages it has been a tradition that on
the feast of the Epiphany we pray for God’s blessing on our dwelling places, marking the entrance to our homes with chalk. Chalk is
used as a tangible reminder of the dust of the earth from which we
are all made.
We mark the main door of our home with the initials of the
magi and the numerals of the new year. The initials remind us of
the names of the magi—Caspar, Melchior, and Balthasar—and
also stand for the Latin motto: Christus mansionem benedicat, “May
Christ bless this house.” We connect the initials and the numerals
with crosses as a sign that we have invited God’s presence and blessing into our homes.
If your Celebration is taking place in a home, use this liturgy
as part of your event. If being held at your church, gather everyone
to bless the chalk. Then invite everyone to take the chalk home to
bless their homes after your gathering.

The Blessing of the Chalk

Participants gather around a basket containing pieces of ordinary
white or colored chalk.

Materials
• chalk (1 per family)
• basket
• copies of “The Blessing of the Home” (1 per family, couple or
individual, see p. 130) (download at www.churchpublishing.org
/faithfulcelebrations3)
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The Blessing
Leader: God dwells in you.
Participants: And also with you.
Leader: Let us pray. Bless, O Lord, this chalk that it may be a sign
of your blessing upon the homes of your people. We pray that,
like wise men and women of old, we may serve him as our only
King, worship him as the one true God, and honor him with
lives of sacrifice and praise, who lives and reigns with you and
the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever. Amen.

The Blessing of the Home

The blessing of the house begins with all members of the household at the entrance of the home. A member of the family leads the
blessing.
Leader: Peace be to this house.
Participants: And to all who enter here.
The Leader speaks the following while marking the doorway with the
chalk as indicated:
Leader: Wise ones came to honor the Savior and offer him gifts.
C Caspar,
M Melchior,
B and Balthasar followed the star of God’s Son who
became human
two thousand and [insert current year] years ago.
++ May Christ bless our home and all who join us here,
++ and remain with us throughout the new year. Amen.
20 + C + M + B + 19 (or current year)
All: May this Epiphany blessing be a reminder of Christ’s presence
among us and a symbol of God’s love and care as we share the
blessings and burdens of our daily lives.
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CRAFTS
Epiphany Crowns
Invite participants to wear crowns as they eat Three Kings Cake
(page 146) or sing Star Carols (page 139).

Materials
• 9" x 12" construction paper in
assorted colors
• scissors
• crayons and markers
• glitter
• gummed stars
• glue
• clear tape or stapler

Directions
1. Demonstrate how to make simple
construction-paper crowns by
cutting a 9" x 12" rectangle of
construction paper in half lengthwise. Cut the top edges into
various shapes.
2. Decorate the crowns while flat, using materials such as glitter,
crayons, markers, construction paper shapes, gummed stars, etc.
3. Glue, tape, or staple the two ends of each crown together, being
careful to check the fit first. (You will need two identical strips
taped together to make a large enough crown.)
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STORYTELLING AND BIBLE STUDY
Storytelling Round
Tell the story of the birth of Jesus and the visit of the magi by holding a Story Round.

Materials
• star-shaped Christmas tree ornament or star cut from cardboard and covered with gold or silver foil

Directions
1. Ask participants to sit in a circle. Begin the story with a sentence or two, such as:
At that time, the emperor demanded that everyone go to his
hometown to be counted so that the emperor could collect tax
money from all of his people. Joseph and Mary traveled to Joseph’s
home city of Bethlehem, to be counted. . . .
2. Hand the star to the next person in
the circle, who continues the story by
adding a sentence.
3. Then that person passes the star to the
next person in the circle, who continues the story and hands on the star.
4. Continue around the circle until the
whole story has been told.

Gifts for Jesus
Materials
•
•
•
•

Bible or copy of The Visit of the Kings (p. 135)
paper
crayons, colored pencils, or markers
tape
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Directions
1. Read The Visit of the Kings (below) or read the story from Matthew 2:1–12. Ask the following questions:
•
•
•
•

How did the magi try to find Jesus?
How do we try to find Jesus?
What gifts did the magi bring?
What gifts can we bring?

2. Encourage participants to express respect for every answer.
For example, if a child says “a skateboard” in answer to the last
question, look the child directly in the eyes as you say, “You’d
like to give Jesus a skateboard. I think Jesus would have fun
playing with that!”
3. When participants have had a chance to express their ideas, ask
everyone to write or draw presents to give to Jesus. If participants choose, invite everyone to share their “gifts for Jesus.”

The Visit of the Kings
When Jesus is born in Bethlehem, a star shines in the sky
right over the stable. Three kings in faraway lands see that
new star. They know it means that something very special
has happened. So they set out on their camels to follow the
star. They follow the star for many days and many miles.
When the three kings arrive in Jerusalem, they stop to talk
to the king of that land. His name is Herod. He is not a very
good king at all. In fact, he is mean and wicked. Herod asks,
“What are you doing in my country?”
The kings tell him, “We are here to worship a newborn king.
We have seen his star in the sky.”
Herod is not happy when he hears that a new king is born.
He asks the three wise men to come back to him after they
find the new king. He says he wants to worship the newborn king, too. (But he is not telling the truth!)
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The star moves across the sky and the three kings follow it.
The star leads them on to Bethlehem and stops at the place
where Jesus and Mary and Joseph live. The three kings go to
the door and knock. (How do you think Mary and Joseph
feel when they see three kings standing at their door?)
The kings have special gifts for Jesus. They carry the gifts in
and lay them down by Baby Jesus. The gifts are gold, sweet
smelling incense, and myrrh, used as perfume or medicine.
The kings “ooh” and “ahh” at the beautiful baby. They smile
and hold out their fingers for Jesus to squeeze. They laugh
and tickle the baby, and make him smile and laugh. (Have
you ever seen people do this to babies?)
The kings say goodbye to the little family and start their
long journey home. They set up camp that night not far
from Bethlehem. They eat supper and fall fast asleep.
That night in a dream God talks to the three kings. He says,
“Do not go back and tell wicked King Herod about Jesus. Go
home another way. Herod is evil and he wants to hurt Jesus!”
The next morning the kings start home by a road that leads
far, far away from King Herod’s palace. They sing and laugh
and give thanks to God for his gift of Jesus to the world.

The Baptism of Jesus
The Feast of the Baptism of Jesus is celebrated on the Sunday after
January 6. The season of Epiphany, which lasts until Lent begins, is
about Jesus’ ministry and call to bring the Good News to others. It
is a time to remember our own baptisms and recall our mission as
Christians.

Materials
• Bibles
• paper
• pens or pencils
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Directions
1. Invite participants to look up the four Bible passages given
below, spending 5 minutes noting the differences and similarities between them.
2. Discuss:
• How are these passages similar?
• How do these passages differ?
• What would you choose as the most important emphasis
of each passage? How could we outline the events of Jesus’
baptism?
• Do these events have counterparts in our rites of baptism
today?
• Do these events have counterparts in our daily lives as
Christians?
3. If your group is large, divide everyone into small groups to discuss these questions:
• How would you define the mission of Jesus after his
baptism?
• How would you define the mission of baptized Christians?
• How does this understanding of mission affect your daily life?

The Baptism of Jesus in the Four Gospels
Matthew 3:13–17
Then Jesus came from Galilee to John at the Jordan, to be baptized
by him. John would have prevented him, saying, “I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?” But Jesus answered him, “Let
it be so now; for it is proper for us in this way to fulfill all righteousness.” Then he consented. And when Jesus had been baptized, just
as he came up from the water, suddenly the heavens were opened
to him and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and
alighting on him. And a voice from heaven said, “This is my Son,
the Beloved, with whom I am pleased.”
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Mark 1:9–11
In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee, and was baptized by John in the Jordan. And just as he was coming up out of
the water, he saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit descending
like a dove upon him. And a voice came from heaven, “You are my
Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.”

Luke 3:21–22
Now when all the people were baptized, and when Jesus also had
been baptized and was praying, the heaven was opened, and the
Holy Spirit descended upon him in bodily form like a dove. And a
voice came from heaven, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I
am pleased.”

John 1:29–34
The next day he saw Jesus coming toward him and declared, “Here
is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world! This is he
of whom I said, ‘After me comes a man, ranks ahead of me because
he was before me.’ I myself did not know him; but I came baptizing
with water for this reason, that he might be revealed to Israel.” And
John testified, “I saw the Spirit descending from heaven like a dove,
and it remained on him. I myself did not know him, but the one
who who sent me to baptize with water said to me, ‘He on whom
you see the Spirit descend and remain is the one who baptizes with
the Holy Spirit.’ And I myself have seen and have testified that this
is the Son of God.”
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Martin Luther King, Jr.

The church for centuries has observed the feasts of saints on
the day of their death, but in this case, please celebrate the
ministry of the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. when
our nation does, on the Monday closest to January 15, his
birthday. What your kids learn about him in school isn’t
enough: his Christian faith and his calling compelled Dr.
King to make civil rights his life’s work.
The lesson from the Hebrew Scriptures appointed for his
feast day is taken from the story of Joseph with the coat of
many colors, whose brothers were jealous of him and decided
to get rid of him. Eventually, they sold him into slavery, but
Joseph became a powerful leader in Egypt. Pharaoh, Egypt’s
king, believed Joseph’s dreams and because of that, Joseph
was able to save the Egyptians and even his own brothers
from a terrible famine. It is taken from Genesis 37:17–20:
They said to one another, “Here comes this dreamer. Come
now, let us kill him and throw him into one of the pits; then
we shall say that a wild animal has devoured him, and we
shall see what will become of his dreams.”

Read or listen to the “I Have a Dream” speech, beginning
at the line, “I have a dream that one day this nation will rise
up and live out the true meaning of its creed: ‘we hold these
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truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal.’”1
Continue to the end of the speech. Talk as a family about Dr.
King’s dream, and how it has continued after his death.
Many people across the country take this day as a day
of service. How can your family participate in making his
dream come true? This is one of my favorite quotes of Dr.
King: “Life’s most persistent and urgent question is, ‘What
are you doing for others?’”
Families with young children could try beginning this
conversation with a brown egg and a white egg. Crack the
eggs into the bowl one at a time. No matter what we look
like on the outside, inside we are the same. Dr. King’s most
famous speech is about his dream that everyone will one
day live the way God wants us to live, treating each other
fairly and with love, no matter the color of our skin or how
different we might be. Read this quote: “I have a dream that
my four little children will one day live in a nation where
they will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the
content of their character.” What we have inside us is the
most important part of us. Talk together about what we
dream of doing to make the world a better (peaceful, fairer)
place. Read the excellent picture book God’s Dream by Desmond Tutu.
Valentine’s Day

There is no historical basis for a saint called Valentine and
the story we have about him is rather gruesome, but that
shouldn’t keep you from making February 14 all about love.
Include strangers: fill up snack-sized Ziploc bags with chocolate hearts or kisses and hide them for others to find. Make
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valentines from colored construction paper or from paper
that you might have recycled which you can brush with red,
pink, and purple watercolor. Take extra and signed valentines to the public library and tuck them into books.
Peter was due on February 12. On February 14 I woke up
feeling huge and miserable, like this baby was going to stay
inside me forever. The weather had been below freezing for
several days. I looked out the window of my New York City
apartment and discovered that someone had hung a large
red tag-board heart decorated with glitter and shiny stickers that caught the light in the branches of every tree on our
block. Even though they were not meant for me personally,
those valentines made me feel loved. Read Somebody Loves
You, Mr. Hatch by Eileen Spinelli and dream up acts of kindness for your neighbors. God’s love spills over into everything and everyone if we let it.
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If you enjoyed this activity pack here are
some more ideas for Lent and beyond:
What We Do in Lent: A Child's Activity Book
Anne E. Kitch, Illustrations by Dorothy Thompson Perez
Faith At Home: A Handbook for Cautiously Christian Parents
Wendy Claire Barrie
Faithful Celebrations series
Edited by Sharon Ely Pearson
Faithful Celebrations: Making Time for God from Mardi Gras through Pentecost
Faithful Celebrations: Making Time with Family and Friends
Faithful Celebrations: Making Time for God in Autumn
Faithful Celebrations: Making Time for God in Winter
Faithful Celebrations: Making Time for God with the Saints

