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Happy Epiphany, folks! This time of year, it seems like we’re celebrating something nearly every week. 
And why not? It’s the Christmas-ish season, the season when God appears to our world in the person of Jesus, 
and that is cause for all kinds of celebrations. And all kinds of celebration is exactly what we people do! 
Between yesterday, 12th Night, today, Epiphany, and the days in the coming week, we celebrate all kinds of 
things in all kinds of ways. Last night was the official last night of Christmas. People stoked the final flames of 
their yule logs and took down their Christmas trees. Some folks went about a sort of April Fools’ day of pranks 
to round out the Christmas Season. And some quietly wassailed their way down cobblestone streets. Lest we 
think we’re the only calendar out there, many Orthodox’ll celebrate Christmas, not 13 days ago, but tomorrow! 
While I’m busy watching college football, their lights will go up, presents will abound, and churches will burst 
at the seams. Next Sunday, we’ll celebrate Jesus’ baptism, and there’s all sorts of traditions there, too! Russians 
and Bulgarians dive into frozen lakes, priests bless ships ready to brave winter waters, and everyone gathers for 
solemn prayers to remember the dead--that is, those who led the way for us much like John the Baptist led the 
way for Jesus.  

But for most of the Western Church, today is the big day. Happy Epiphany! Traditions from all over the 
world highlight just what a great day it is to celebrate the light of Christ appearing to us. In some parts of the 
world, priests bless the homes of all their parishioners today. While in some other parts, lay folks say their own 
prayers over their houses -- that’s the Chalking the Door prayers I mentioned last week. In Ireland, today is 
known as Women’s Christmas, and it’s a built in pressure valve to give women a break after all the rushing and 
cooking and exhaustion of Christmas Proper. Some countries reserve January 6th as a national holiday, and 
instead of going to work, they go to block parties, dress in specific Epiphany clothes, and eat cakes, cookies, 
jellies, meats, drink brandy, warm drinks, and chicken soup. There’s quilt making in Latvia, the beginning of 
Carnaval in Guadalupe, and huge parties to take down Christmas decorations all over Latin America. 
Meanwhile, the Armenians -- the only Christians in the world to do this -- the Armenians celebrate Christmas 
today. But for all of us, Epiphany is the time of Jesus’ appearing, either to the world at his birth or to the 
Gentiles through the three kings.  

You know, last week, I talked about how secular society has tried to stretch Christmas the wrong 
direction, pulling it towards the warmed days of Thanksgiving instead of shedding it’s light into the colder and 
darker days of January. But there’s a couple more traditions that point to how we’ve let those celebrations 
around Christmas and into Epiphany go astray, and they might sound familiar. First off, for nearly every 
country that celebrates Epiphany in a big way, gift-giving is an enormous part of the deal. Remember, the wise 
men traveled bearing gifts, so our gift-giving is a way of remembering, even re-invigorating that part of the 
story. In many of those places, children leave boots out by the doors of their homes, and overnight, the wise 
men are said to leave coins and treats for them to find. But they’ll only do it if the kids are asleep! Sound 
familiar? And in some of those places, children also leave out cookies for the wise men to sustain them on their 
journey. They’ll even leave water and hay out for the wise men’s camels! And in Italy, there’s a witch -- a good 
witch, mind you -- who rides a broomstick and gives presents to good children while the bad ones get only a 
lump of coal. Legend has it, she was heartbroken to miss out on giving her gifts to the Christ child, so she gives 
gifts now to every good child to make up for it. 

If you’re getting glimmers of Santa out of all this, good. The legends around the West’s Saint Nicholas 
are similar, of course. We remembered his own charity in similar ways back on December 6, but we did it then 
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simply because we remember him on the day he died. We don’t know what time of year he actually did his acts 
of charity, but somehow he, the wise men, and that Italian good witch got co-opted and melted down into a 
friendly, secular, jolly old elf.  

I guess I bring all this up because I hope we can keep our traditions going, keep punctuating life with 
reasons to celebrate. The first snow, for me, is a reason to celebrate. The first crocus, the first apple blossom, the 
first goose flying north again. A friend come home. The first day of vacation. The first day back to work. All 
great things to celebrate. But I hope we celebrate the explicitly sacred, too. The birth of Christ. The chance to 
give to him through our gifts to each other. The many chances to pause and see God woven into this life. That’s 
what tradition is about, and that’s what Epiphany is about: watching for and seeing his appearance. So, 
whatever it is you do, whether you wassail or undecorate or jump in a frozen lake, do it with your eye towards 
God.  
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