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It would surely be no exaggeration to claim that the Feast 

of Epiphany on the 6th of January is well and truly 

overshadowed by the Feast of Christ’s Nativity, 

commonly called Christmas, on the 25th of December. 

 

But it was not always so. Epiphany is a festival older 

than Christmas. In the fourth century it was one of the 

three principal festivals of the Church, along with Easter 

and Pentecost. 

 

In these early times Epiphany was chiefly associated 

with Our Lord’s baptism in the River Jordan and that is a 

connection which is still made in this season. But it soon 

became linked most particularly with the Manifestation 

of Christ to the Gentiles, represented by the wise men 

from the east. 

 

‘Epiphany’ means ‘manifestation’, and the theme is 

identified also with Our Lord’s first miracle, of water 

into wine, at the marriage in Cana, where the account, in 

St John’s Gospel, ends with the words, ‘This beginning 
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of miracles did Jesus in Cana of Galilee, and manifested 

forth his glory; and his disciples believed on him.’ 

 

Musing on the Epiphany themes, I have been wondering 

if you could make an adjective from the word 

‘Epiphany’. The adjective would presumably be 

‘epiphanous’.  How  might you apply the word to our 

lives, or to the life of the church?  If Epiphany has to do 

with the revelation of Christ’s special character to the 

wider world, the outside world, the Gentile world, how 

might Christian people put that into practice? 

 

Having homed in on the word ‘epiphanous’, I thought of 

the word ‘diaphanous’.  If a diaphanous object is 

something you can see through, an epiphanous object 

would be on which shines out. 

 

‘Diaphanous’ was a word used in the days when Page 3 

was more discreet, but, I wondered, is it in use today? 

Hardly had I  thought of the question when - lo and 

behold- there was the word ‘diaphanous’ in a book I was 

reading, and not referring to revealing pictures on pages 

of any precise number. I was reading a book I was given 

at Christmas, called Island of Dreams, by Dan Boothby, 

about Gavin Maxwell’s island, now under the Skye 

Bridge, and there, on page 67, I read this description of 

two young men arriving at Maxwell’s former house near  

Glenelg; 

 

‘We left the road and got lost amidst meandering sheep 

tracks. We found a track through conifer forest and 

followed it. A heavy downpour let up a little. We trudged 

on through a billowing, diaphanous curtain of drizzle. 
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Clouds of midges waltzed around our heads, bit our 

faces, crawled down our collars, up our nostrils, into our 

ears.’ 

 

The word ‘diaphanous’ is still around, like the midges. 

But what about ‘epiphanous’? 

 

The word ‘epiphanous’ was used by the essayist Charles 

Lamb, writing as he did under the name Elia, in 1823, 

when he wrote of Twelfth Day, that is, the twelfth day 

after Christmas, which  is the 6th of January, that is, the 

Feast of Epiphany, when he wrote that ‘Twelfth Day 

came,-----all royal, glittering and epiphanous.’  The 

Oxford Dictionary gives the meaning of ‘epiphanous’ as 

‘resplendent’ , and that may be a legitimate 

interpretation; but surely saying that Twelfth Day was , 

epiphanous is saying that it bore the characteristics of the 

day - like saying Christmas was Christmassy, or that a 

child dressed specially for Christmas might be 

complimented with ‘you look so Christmassy’. 

 

That might leave us with questions of what it might or 

should mean to be epiphanous, to bear the qualities or 

character or features apprropriate to the Epiphany. 

 

I once heard two sermons on the Feast of Epiphany, 

morning and evening, in the same church,  which 

appeared to be leading the hearers in two quite different 

directions. 

 

 

The two sermons were given in Bristol Cathedral at 

Epiphany 1961 ( I think) and I had gone to Bristol for a 
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students’ conference of the SCM - the Students Christian 

Movement. We were put up b y local people, and my 

hosts took me to the Cathedral in the morning, when the 

preacher was a bishop recently returned from a notable 

and courageous ministry in South Africa. He challenged 

us to offer our gifts in Christian service, as the Magi had 

offered their gifts to the Christ child.  It seemed the sort 

of challenge a preacher should make on such a day, with 

the second chapter of St Matthew in mind.  ‘What can I 

give him, poor as I am?’ 

 

I was back in the same cathedral on the evening of the 

same day, for the opening service of the conference, 

when the preacher was a well-known Welsh minister ( of 

I think, the Congregational Church) who took the story 

of the Magi an d their gifts and, instead of urging us to do 

likewise, asked ‘What is a newly born baby going to do 

that is of any use, with gold, frankincense, or myrrh?’   

As I remember the sermon, his challenge to us was to 

consider the possibility that God m ight not wish to use 

the gifts we might propose to offer to him. Our duty 

might be to move aside, and let others’ gifts be used, to 

be facilitators of the gifts which other people might 

bring, and not put our own aptitudes or skills in the 

centre of the picture. 

 

Extracting more than one implication from a Biblical 

passage seems to provide a healthy reminder of the 

dangers of dogmatism, of an exclusive authorised 

interpretation from which deviation is totally prohibited. 

The parables of Jesus remain open to new interpretation. 

 

The wise men from the east have been imaginatively clad 
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in detail and coloured across the centuries.  As we know, 

the other Gospel which gives an account of the birth of 

Jesus, St Luke, makes no reference to them at all, or to 

the slaughter of the innocents, or the flight into Egypt; 

and St Matthew, who tells of these things, does not 

mention the shepherds in the field, keeping watch over 

their flock b y night.    

 

It may surprise the makers and choosers of Christmas 

cards to learn that the wise men seemed to catch the 

imagination of Christian people long before the 

shepherds. In the Roman catacombs pictures of the magi 

appear a good two centuries before the shepherds make 

their appearance; and it was not long before the process 

got going to count them, designate them as kings, and 

give them names, though St Matthew does n one of these 

things. Names are given to them in the sixth century 

mosaic of the church of St Apollinaris (Nuovo) at 

Ravenna, and more fully in a document associated with 

the Venerable Bede of Jarrow, around 700, which reads- 

 

‘The magi were the ones who gave gifts to the Lord. The 

first is said to have been Melchior, an old man with white 

hair and a long beard…..who offered gold to the Lord as 

to a king. The second, Gaspar by name, young and 

beardless and ruddy complexioned…..honoured him as 

God by his gift of incense, an oblation worthy of divinity. 

The third, black-skinned and heavily bearded, named 

Balthasar….by his gift of myrrh testified to the Son of 

Man who was to die.’ 

 

What, then, about an epiphanous church?  Do we seek a 

church which increasingly reflects the character of 
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Christ?  Or do we pay heed to my Bristol Cathedral 

evening preacher and give way to others - other 

churches, maybe, or even other religions?  I remember 

reading that Richard Demarco had pointed to the rising 

minaret of the central mosque and called it the most 

hopeful sign of spiritual things in Edinburgh  - or words 

to that effect (I don’t remember his exact words). 

 

What we cannot ignore is the liability of the church to 

work against the spirit and purpose of Christ; and we of 

the Reformed tradition have quite a record of division 

and separation. You will know of the Scot, lost on a 

desert island, alone, who was discovered after years, 

having built a house, and reared animals, and erected two 

churches. Two churches? Asked his rescuers. O yes, he 

said. I am a Scot. One is the church I go to, the other is 

the church I don’t go to. 

 

But churches still manage to be instruments of grace, 

even with the mixed ingredients which are the nature of 

human diversity; and we may all find ourselves part of a 

church which is epiphanous, both in the sense of 

consciously facilitating Christlike deeds, and in the more 

detached toleration and encouragement of things of glory  

and spendour, in creation and in the wider community. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


