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Christmas and Epiphany : Introduction to the Season from Common Worship Times and Seasons

The celebration of Christ’s incarnation at Christmas is one of the two poles of the Christian year. The wonderful mystery of God’s
dwelling among us in the fullness of humanity, as Emmanuel, foretold by the prophets and born of Mary, provides the material of
the feast:

Hark, hark, the wise eternal word,
like a weak infant cries!
In form of servant is the Lord,
and God in cradle lies.
(Thomas Pestel)

Christmas is much more then than simply the celebration of Jesus’ birth, and neither of the great Christmas morning readings
(Hebrews 1 and John 1) is taken from the infancy narratives. The task of the Christmas liturgy is to recall us, amid all the joyful
customs and celebrations of Christmas, to this central truth of the Word made flesh for our salvation.

It is, of course, Christ’s nativity that has provided the occasion for this festival of the incarnation, since the end of the third century.
The Christmas crib and the nativity play can both be said to descend from the tableau of Christ’s birth that Francis of Assisi
arranged when he celebrated Christmas at Greccio in 1223. Christmas carols are a medieval tradition, which has been notably
developed from the end of the nineteenth century. The Festival of Lessons and Carols is itself an influential English cr eation of the
late nineteenth century, made widespread by the choir of King’s College, Cambridge, in the first half of the twentieth.

The Christmas season is often celebrated for twelve days, ending with the Epiphany. Contemporary use has sought to express an
alternative tradition, in which Christmas lasts for a full forty days, ending with the Feast of the Presentation on 2 February. The
days around 25 December are a principal holiday in the secular calendar of Britain, and commercial pressures have led to much of
Christmas celebration being displaced into Advent. It has become a still greater challenge to celebrate as they deserve the saints of
the Christmas season: Stephen, who first paid with his life for following the incarnate Lord; John, who was believed to have lived to
great old age in profound meditation on the Word made flesh; and the Holy Innocents, who draw our attention to the plight of
children in a world where the implications of the birth of the Christ-child are not yet manifest. New Year’s Day is an important
moment in the civil rather than the Christian calendar, but it provides the original occasion for the searching Covenant Renewal
service of the Methodist tradition.

In the Western churches, the Epiphany (‘manifestation’) became an occasion to celebrate one element in the story of Christ’s birth,
the visit of the far-travelled magi, understood as the manifestation of Christ to the Gentiles. Matthew’s account speaks sim ply of
‘wise men from the east’; later tradition fixed their number at three, made them kings and recalled their resonant names — Caspar,
Melchior and Balthasar. In this perspective, Epiphanytide is an apt season to pray for the worldwide mission of the Church. The
feast of the Conversion of St Paul, the Apostle to the Gentiles, appropriately falls in the Epiphany season, as does the Week of
Prayer for Christian Unity. In the Eastern churches, the Epiphany is, rather, the celebration of Christ’s baptism at the hands of John,
when the heavens were opened and a voice from heaven declared Jesus to be God’s beloved Son. The miracle of Cana in Galilee,
where Jesus ‘first manifested his glory’, follows immediately:

Manifest at Jordan’s stream,
Prophet, Priest, and King supreme;
and at Cana wedding-guest
in thy Godhead manifest.
(Christopher Wordsworth)

The season of joyful celebration that begins at Christmas now continues through the successive Sundays of Epiphany, and the festal
cycle ends only with the Feast of the Presentation (Candlemas). The child who has been manifested to the magi at his birth is now
recognized by Simeon and Anna, when he comes to be presented in the Temple according to the Law of Israel. He is both ‘a light to
lighten the Gentiles’ and ‘the glory of God’s people Israel’. But the redemption he will bring must be won through suffering; the
Incarnation is directed to the Passion; and Simeon’s final words move our attention away from the celebration of Christmas and
towards the mysteries of Easter.




