
WALNUT HILL CHURCH 
RESOURCES FOR HOME WORSHIP AND STUDY 

SUNDAY, JANUARY 3, 2021 
EPIPHANY SUNDAY 

In the pages that follow you will find two resources.  Please adapt and use them as 
might be helpful for you and/or your household… 
…the order of Morning Worship being used for our Facebook, 11am, service on 
Sunday, January 3. 
…a transcript of the sermon for Sunday, January 3, A Pandemic Epiphany 
…”The Epiphany Story” - an essay for individual/household reflection. 
…Ideas for Families including a children’s story of the the wise men’s visit. 

If you do not have a Bible handy, you can visit www.bible.oremus.org and search 
the lessons in question. 

!  

http://www.bible.oremus.org


MORNING PRAYER 
SUNDAY, JANUARY 3, 2021 

EPIPHANY SUNDAY 

GREETINGS AND WELCOME 

PRELUDE 

OPENING SENTENCES & PRAYER  (from Isaiah 60) 
Arise, shine; your light has come, and the glory of the Lord has risen upon you. 
For darkness shall cover the earth,  but the glory of the Lord will arise upon you. 
Nations shall come to your light, and kings to the brightness of your dawn. 
We lift up our eyes and see the gathering, sons come from far away, and daughters 
are carried in their parents’ arms. We rejoice at the sight, the abundance of the 
nations coming together.  Bearing gold and frankincense they come, proclaiming 
the praise of the Lord.  Amen. 

SONG 

SCRIPTURE - Matthew 2:1-12 
 In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem, magi from the 
East came to Jerusalem, asking, ‘Where is the child who has been born king of the 
Jews? 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 where the 
Messiah was to be born. They told him, ‘In Bethlehem of Judea; for so it has been 
written by the prophet: “And you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no 
means least among the rulers of Judah for from you shall come a ruler who is to 
shepherd my people Israel.” ’ 
 Then Herod secretly called for the wise men and learned from them the 
exact time when the star had appeared. Then he sent them to Bethlehem, saying, 
‘Go and search diligently for the child; and when you have found him, bring me 
word so that I may also go and pay him homage.’ When they had heard the king, 
they set out; and there, ahead of them, went the star, until it stopped over the place 
where the child was. When they saw that the star had stopped, they rejoiced. On 
entering the house, they saw the child with Mary; and they knelt down and paid 
him homage. Then, opening their treasure-chests, they offered him gifts of gold, 
frankincense, and myrrh. And having been warned in a dream not to return to 
Herod, they left for their own country by another road.  



HOMILY  

SONG 

PRAYERS AT THE TABLE 
The Lord be with you, and also with you. 
Lift up your hearts. We lift them to the Lord. 
Let us offer to God our thanks and praise, it is right to do so. 
It is right to offer you our thanks, O Lord, for all that we have witnessed in these 
recent weeks and days, the prophet’s message, the angel’s song, the shepherds’ 
rejoicing, a child’s cry.  We are grateful for the good news of the Christmas, God 
with us, today and everyday.  So with the angels and all the saints we proclaim 
your praise… 

Holy, Holy, Holy, Lord God of Hosts; 
Heaven and earth are full of Thy glory: 

Glory be to Thee, O Lord Most High. Amen 

As we celebrate the good news of your love made known this season, we pray for 
those who need to hear and see that news with their own ears and eyes…the sick, 
the lonely, those separated from family, those who feel the pressure of seemingly 
endless demands, for particular persons we know…even for ourselves.  As we 
share this spiritual feast of Epiphany, fill us with your Spirit, to share our gifts with 
the Christ-child by sharing our gifts with your children everywhere.  All this we 
pray in the name of Jesus, who will teach us to pray saying…Our Father who art 
in heaven, hallowed be thy name.  Thy kingdom come; thy will be done, on earth 
as it is in heaven.  Give us this day our daily bread.  Forgive us our trespasses, as 
we forgive those who trespass against us.  Lead us not into temptation, but 
deliver us from evil.  For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory 
forever.  Amen. 

SHARING THE BREAD AND CUP 
(for the bread) May this bread be for us the sharing of the life we find in Christ. 
(for the cup) May this cup be for us the sharing of the love we find in Christ. 

BENEDICTION 
Now let us go and be in this world like stars pointing the way to the newborn King, 
and as wise ones, bringing our best gifts of mercy, justice, and peace.  Amen. 

POSTLUDE 



A PANDEMIC EPIPHANY 
MATTHEW 2:1-12 

SUNDAY, JANUARY 3, 2021 
EPIPHANY SUNDAY 

Michael L. Ward 

 In my lifetime to date, I can think of a few occasions that have transcended, 
or better said, rendered unimportant the usual human divisions of nationality, 
creed, and race.  One such occasion was during the Apollo space flights, 
particularly those photographs in which for first time the earth could be viewed as 
one whole, making apparent that the divisions made between people, especially 
those of nation and politics, were/are imaginary divisions. Another such occasion 
occurred at the turn of the millennium when we were finally able to breathe a 
global sigh of relief that our technology was not going to crash down around our 
heads, and when we were able, by that same technology, to celebrate the turn of the 
millennium as a world.  A third occasion has to be the one we have experienced 
this past year in the global spread of, and response to, the coronavirus. While not 
every part of the world has experienced the pandemic in the same way, it is safe to 
say that every part of the world has been touched by it. The virus has crossed every 
boundary, geographic and political, and strategies to mitigate its spread and impact 
have been global in scope.  

 For those with eyes to see, what we have experienced this year is nothing 
less than an “epiphany.”  Bear with me a moment. The word “epiphany” quite 
literally refers to the making known, making plain, manifesting of something, not 
necessarily something new or different, but rather something previously hidden or 
obscure. In the parlance of the liturgical year, the distinction between Advent 
(leading up to Christmas) and Epiphany (following Christmas) is the distinction 
between the presence of God hidden and the presence of God made plain. 

 Interestingly enough, in this morning’s gospel narrative Matthew indicates 
that the epiphany, making known, of Christmas goes beyond all the normal means 
of revelation (i.e. prophets, rabbis, and scriptures) and employs nothing less than 
the heavens themselves, “teachers” to which all peoples have “equal access.” 
When such an epiphany is offered, wisdom is embodied by those who understand 
and interpret it, and in that understanding distinctions of nationality, ethnicity, and 
religion count for little.  The magi who come from the east to worship one whose 
birth heralds hope for the world do so without converting to Judaism, or 
Christianity, rather, they do so out of the context of their own religious heritage, for 
they can recognize and acknowledge truth wherever they see it. 



 To his credit, the gospel writer can accept the wisdom and worship of the 
magi without requiring that they become disciples of Jesus in some narrow way. 
Indeed, one has the sense that the magi return home and continue to worship the 
spirit of the Christ as they had known it before in their own tradition. As Catholic 
scholar, Donald Senior, puts it, in this story the gospel “breaks beyond the 
boundaries of Israel.”  If they did not know it already, from these events (a star, the 
strangers’ visit, and the gifts), Matthew’s readers learn the truth that the Gospel 
was an event not of one people or one religion, but of the world, and worthy of 
celebration by the world, even by those of diverse religious tradition. 

 The epiphany of this past year, if we might call it that, that which has been 
made manifest to anyone with eyes to see it, is the oneness of the human family. 
This is not some suddenly new truth.  But what has perhaps been “hidden” from 
past generations has been made plain this year by a combination of the magnitude 
of the pandemic, our shared experience of it, and the need to respond as a human 
community.  The notion of a singular human family has deep roots within many 
religious traditions including our own (e.g. the Eden story of Genesis), but our 
differences of appearance, language, and practice have obscured it. 

 Catastrophic events (volcanoes, earthquakes, pandemics, etc) have happened 
before, but in generations past we would learn about them weeks, maybe months, 
later if at all, and we would have experienced them individually or locally, 
responding to them in the same way.  Now we experience these events and can 
respond them as a human community.  Similarly, the capacity to care has always 
been in the human heart, but not until lately has means been available to translate 
human care into action for persons hundreds of miles away, much less thousands. 
Ours is the first generation to be able to witness and respond to an event like the 
coronavirus in a simultaneous and coordinated fashion as a global human 
community.  This new reality presents for us an opportunity to learn something 
about our selves as a human race and as a world.  Namely, we all are vulnerable. 
We all live and die in much the same way. We all are one people on this earth. 

 If we have eyes to see it, therein lies the Epiphany question. That which 
made the magi “wise” was their ability to see something, in their case a star, and 
understand the truth to which it pointed, namely a mighty act of God in the works. 
Not everyone in their day was similarly wise.   There is no indication that the 
inhabitants of Jerusalem noticed the star.  Of course their tradition had not taught 
them to particularly look for such signs, but even when it was brought to their 
attention, its significance slipped by them. 



 The 2020 pandemic has been overwhelming in dimension and tragic in so 
many ways, both to individuals and whole nations, but I invite us to at least take 
hold of the Epiphany it offers to us, the making plain, making manifest, of our 
common humanity, common vulnerability, common needs, and common response. 
Would that many wise ones in the world might see this as a sign of both the need/
possibility to transcend the divisions that quite honestly look petty in comparison, 
not only for the weeks and months of this crisis, but even more for the living of our 
lives together on this planet, addressing together the common challenges and 
opportunities that are before us not as Chinese, British, Americans, or Christians, 
or Buddhists, or Hindus, but as human beings. If this past year can be a sign that 
prompts us to finally see and understand the truth of our shared humanity, then 
perhaps in years to come it might be said that the thousands who have died, did not 
die in vain, that if we were not before, perhaps through this pandemic epiphany we 
have learned a certain “wisdom” about ourselves and others.  

 In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 



The Epiphany Story – Visitors from the East 
Matthew 2:1-12 

Messiah and King of the Jews 

In Matthew’s Christmas story the Magi are being led toward Jesus’s birthplace by 
their miraculous star.  So you might wonder why they stop in Jerusalem and ask for 
directions.  But, hold that question for a moment, and notice this juxtaposition of 
questions and titles in 2:2-4: 

 Magi to Herod:  “Where is the child who has been born King of the Jews? 

 Herod to Advisers: “Where is the Messiah to be born?” 

The Messiah, for Matthew, is King of the Jews.  But what is most striking is that 
Matthew never uses that title again until Pilate judges and executes Jesus at the end 
of his gospel: the governor asks, “Are you the King of the Jews?” (27:11); the 
soldiers mock, “Hail, King of the Jews” (27:29); and the indictment on the cross 
reads, “This is Jesus, the King of the Jews,” (27:37).  That title never appears, by 
the way, in Luke or the other gospels except during those same execution 
processes.  Why does Matthew  alone make this very deliberate juxtaposition of 
Herod and Pilate? 

The use of that title “King of the Jews” in Matthew 2:2-4 is, therefore, another 
overture-to-gospel theme.  Roman-appointed Herod seeks to kill, and Roman-
appointed Pilate succeeds in killing Jesus, the messianic King of the Jews.  The 
shadow of Roman imperial execution hangs already and immediately over the birth 
of Jesus.  Put another way, the clash between Jesus the Messiah and Caesar 
Augustus the emperor started right from the birth of Jesus. 

Light Against the Darkness 

Matthew uses the symbolism of light in his story of the star of Bethlehem that the 
led the wise men to the place of Jesus’s birth…But attempts to identify the guiding 
star with a natural astronomical event are misguided.  The star in Matthew’s gospel 
does not simply shine in the sky; it moves.  It not only leads the wise men 
westward to Jerusalem, but then turns and moves south to Bethlehem.  There, “it 
stopped over the place where the child was.” It leads to the place of Jesus’s birth 
with the precision of a global positioning device.  This is no comet or conjunction 
of planets or nova.  The story of the star does not make a statement about an 



astronomical phenomenon, but a statement about Jesus: his birth is the coming of 
the light that draws wise men of the Gentiles to its radiance…. 

For a moment, we return to the truth of parable and the question of historical 
factuality.  We do not think Matthew’s story is historically factual.  In our 
judgment, there was no special star, no wise men, and no plot by Herod to kill 
Jesus.  So is the story factually true?  No.  But as parable, is it true?  For us as 
Christians, the answer is a robust affirmative.  Is Jesus light shining in the 
darkness?  Yes.  Do the Herods of this world seek to extinguish the light?  Yes.  
Does Jesus still sine in the darkness?  Yes. 

(from The First Christmas by Marcus J. Borg and John Dominic Crossan) 



IDEAS FOR FAMILIES 
SUNDAY, JANUARY 3, 2021 

EPIPHANY SUNDAY 

Background:  The world that played Christmas carols all through the penitential 
season of Advent has packed away the ornaments, taken down the Christmas trees, 
and moved on to after-Christmas sales. Meanwhile, we gaze in wonder at the gift 
shimmering before us that we have barely unwrapped, let alone begun to 
understand. God among us –the Word made flesh. So we make the only response 
we can: we celebrate! We keep the greens in the church and sing the Christmas 
carols. We are being nurtured for the work that will be given us to do, spreading 
the good news of God’s love made known in and through Jesus. 
 As suggested above, Epiphany is often overlooked in our society, but in 
some parts of the world, particularly in places where “Orthodox” churches are 
prevalent, Epiphany is a major celebration, even eclipsing Christmas.  Epiphany 
points to the “making manifest” of the Incarnation, which happened rather secretly 
at Bethlehem.  Through the wise men’s visit, the whole world is learning of the 
event.  Inspired by the magi’s gifts, gift-giving is often associated with Epiphany 
celebrations. 

A Notation for This Week’s Gospel: Those in power are often threatened by those 
who might be even more powerful. So it was with King Herod. The wise often 
have to go home by a different way. So it was with the three kings. In this passage, 
Matthew invites us to see that the gift of baby Christ will find little acceptance 
among those he came to – and the gift given is for those who continue to share it. 
This passage provides the transition from gazing in wonder at the gift to 
empowering us to go out into the world and share it with those who have not yet 
noticed the gift. 

Text - Matthew 2:1-12 
In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, wise men 
from the East came to Jerusalem, asking, ‘Where is the child who has been born 
king of the Jews? 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; 
for so it has been written by the prophet: 

“And you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, 
   are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; 

for from you shall come a ruler 



   who is to shepherd my people Israel.” ’ 
Then Herod secretly called for the wise men and learned from them the exact time 
when the star had appeared. Then he sent them to Bethlehem, saying, ‘Go and 
search diligently for the child; and when you have found him, bring me word so 
that I may also go and pay him homage.’ When they had heard the king, they set 
out; and there, ahead of them, went the star that they had seen at its rising, until it 
stopped over the place where the child was. When they saw that the star had 
stopped, they were overwhelmed with joy. On entering the house, they saw the 
child with Mary his mother; and they knelt down and paid him homage. Then, 
opening their treasure-chests, they offered him gifts of gold, frankincense, and 
myrrh. And having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for 
their own country by another road.  

Ideas for Younger Children 

Begin by telling the story, perhaps using the story sheets pasted below.  Focus on 
the magi coming to honor Jesus by offering their gifts. 

Ask questions like… 
…Have you ever been so curious about something you saw that you went out of 
your way to see what it was? 
…How do you think the wise men felt when they finally found the newborn Jesus? 
…What do you know about the gifts offered by the wise men?  Perhaps we should 
do a little research? (consider an internet search of the gifts) 
…What gifts to do we have to offer Jesus?  (consider “gifts” like our worship, 
kindness toward others, etc) 

Try some artwork like a “comic strip” depicting the story in panels. 

As an activity, consider giving a gift (or gifts) to those who around you in your 
family or neighborhood who might be blessed by receiving a gift, as your gift to 
the Christ-child.  Think about a simple, yet thoughtful, gift that could be safely 
shared, and do so. 

Close your reflection with the prayer found in the story sheets. 



Ideas for Older Children/Youth 
Older children/youth are able to explore the intrigue and nuances of this very 
familiar story, to discover it in new ways. 

Read the story - Invite the children/youth to join you in reading the story. 

Reflection Questions: 
•Imagine you are King Herod, what might you fear about this new baby? How 
might this baby be a rival or threat?  
•Imagine you are the magi. How did you hear about this baby?  
•I wonder why you decided NOT to tell King Herod whom you had found? 
•If you were one of the magi, what would you have done? 

Map the Journey: If you have a map of Palestine during the time of Jesus (or can 
find one on the internet), invite the children/youth locate Bethlehem, Jerusalem, 
and land from the east (Persian Gulf area). Track the journey of these men.  

Explore the intrigue of King Herod. ("Go find out where that baby is so I can go 
worship him too!") And what about the wisdom of the three men who went home 
by a different way? They may also be intrigued with the bizarre presents the wise 
men brought. Gold is pretty easy to figure out and comes in handy in any setting. 
But frankincense and myrrh? Things used for incense and even for embalming or 
as fragrances for perfumes? You might tell the youth to be on the lookout as we go 
through the year for times to come in Jesus life that these gifts were foretelling. 

Getting Closure: This is the last Sunday of Christmas, Epiphany starts on Jan 6. 
Invite children to reflect on their favorite part of the Christmas season. Was there 
anything that they noticed this Christmas Season for which they would like to give 
thanks? 

Closing Prayer: Thank you, God, for the gifts we received this Christmas –the 
things that were wrapped, and also for the things we noticed (include what the 
children/youth have noticed). Thank you for letting us know that next year we will 
again have Christmas to celebrate. Amen. 

(* - Some of the ideas above adapted from Lesson Plans that Work) 



Children’s Story - January 3
The Visit of the Magi

Soon after the birth of Jesus, wise men, 
sometimes called “Magi,” came to Jerusalem 

from a land far away.



They met King Herod and said, 
“We are looking for one born to be King of the 
Jews.  We saw his star rise in the sky, and we 

have come to honor him.



Herod gathered all the learned people of the 
land, and he ask them the where such a thing 

might have happened.

“In Bethlehem,” they said, “for that is written in 
the prophets.”



So Herod called the wise men, and told them 
what he had learned.  “Go, find the child,” he 
said, “and then report to me that I might also 

visit him.”  
Herod did not really want to honor the child, but 

rather to harm him.



So the wise me went to Bethlehem and found 
the child and his mother.  They rejoiced to have 

found him. They offered him gifts from their 
treasure boxes and honored him.



After visiting with Jesus, the wise men had a 
dream in which an angel told them not to report 
to Herod, so they returned to their own land by 

another road.



We can still honor Jesus today with our gifts  of 
worship, and kindness, and love.



When we worship God,

show kindness to others,

and love our neighbors,

we become like the magi,
honoring Jesus.



Let’s pray

Wondrous God:
Long ago when Jesus was born,

magi came to visit and honor him.
Help us to honor Jesus today,

by worshiping you,
by showing kindness,

and by loving our neighbors.
In the spirit of Jesus we pray.  Amen.


