Homily for January 8, 2012 (Epiphany of the Lord)
Isaiah 60:1-6; Psalm 72 (v.v.); Ephesians 3:2-3a, 5-6; Matthew 2:1-12
Freddy couldn’t remember how long he had been living on the street or how he got there.  Too many pints of cheap liquor and the voices inside his head had made sure of that.  But other than asking passersby for spare change and sometimes having conversations with someone whom no one else could see, he really didn’t bother anybody.

The church on the corner was a place of hope and comfort for him.  They served a dinner in the basement there a few nights a week and they sometimes gave out blankets or bus tickets.  The people were pretty nice, too. It was a place where he thought he could feel at home…until one rainy Sunday morning he decided to go to the 10 AM Mass.  

He was a little late, so the only spaces left were in the front.  As he walked up the long aisle in his three layers of wet clothes and with his old gym bag carrying his earthly possessions, he felt hundreds of sets of eyes looking upon him.  He thought he heard people whispering things, but he wasn’t sure.  Maybe they were those other voices that talked to him sometimes.  When he finally got to the front, he sat down next to a very well-dressed young couple.  He grabbed his coat, she grabbed her coat and purse, and both scooted over as far as they could.   

From his chair the pastor stared for a moment at Freddy.  When he noticed that Freddy was staring back, he smiled.  But it seemed to be one of those uncomfortable, strained smiles.  Then priest looked over Freddy’s shoulder toward the back of the church and nodded.  Less than a minute later a couple of the ushers in their mustard-colored blazers were standing next to Freddy.   He had seen these guys before:  one of them gave out bread and the other gave out blankets on some of the nights he had visited the basement of the church
“Hey, Freddy,” one of them whispered, “Why don’t you come with us?”  He tipped his head toward the back of the church.  “We’d like to give you a seat.”

“Thanks,” Freddy replied, “but this one is just fine.”

The other usher moved a little closer and gently placed his hand on Freddy’s arm.  “Yeah, we know, Freddy,” he said. “We think you’d like one in the back better.”

It didn’t make much difference to Freddy.  He was glad to be warm, dry, and in church.  So he got up and went to the back of the church with the ushers.  As soon as he sat down, however, Freddy could hear people making sniffing noises around him and saw them not-so-subtly moving their children away from him.  Within a few minutes, just as the pastor was getting ready to start his sermon on the love and compassion of God, the ushers came up to Freddy and said, “Sorry, Freddy, but we’re gonna have to ask you to stand in the back.”

“Thanks,” Freddy said, “but I can see fine from here.”  

“Yeah, we know, Freddy,” one of the ushers said, now almost apologetically.  “But you’re making people here uncomfortable.”  

“But I’m not botherin’ anybody,” Freddy said.  “Am I botherin’ you?” he asked the woman who had just moved further down the pew from him.  Her frightened look told him what her embarrassing silence couldn’t.  Freddy got up and stood in the back of church.

After the sermon and during the collection, the choir was singing a song that was one of Freddy’s favorites: Blessed Assurance (Jesus Is Mine).  Freddy started singing—loudly and off-key.  Just as they were getting to “This is my story, this is my song….” he felt another hand on his shoulder.  It was one of the ushers in the mustard-colored blazers again.  
“Hey Freddy, we got some donuts and coffee in the back here.  Why don’t I give you a couple donuts and a cup of coffee and you come back next week?”

“But I’m really enjoying the service, even from back here,” Freddy said.

“Yeah, but geez, Freddy….Uh…. Look, why don’t you just take the coffee and donuts and come back next week, OK?”  

Freddy may have been a bit crazy but he wasn’t stupid.  He knew what was going on.  He slipped his old gym bag over his shoulders, got his coffee and donuts, and stepped out onto the street. The steady rain had subsided to a drizzle.  

He sat down on the steps on the side of the church and started to sip his coffee and eat the first donut.  They didn’t taste as good as they should have.  Just as he was finishing the donut and looking to start the next one, he noticed that someone else had sat down next to him.  He was wearing sandals.  “Hey, Freddy,” the voice said, “Can I have a piece of that donut?”

“Sure,” Freddy said.  He handed a piece of his remaining donut to the stranger.  It was Jesus!

“Thanks, Freddy,” the Lord said as he started to chew on the donut.  “You’re right,” he added, “these don’t taste very good.  Why are sitting here?” he asked.

“They wouldn’t let me stay,” Freddy replied.

“Don’t feel bad, Freddy,” Jesus said, “They wouldn’t even let me in.”  

Today we celebrate Epiphany, the manifestation or revelation of God in Jesus.  The greatest gifts that we can bring to our Savior are ourselves—no matter who we are.  Just as each of the magi brought something different to honor him each of us and all of us bring something different.  The magi brought what they had to the Lord in Bethlehem.  We bring what we have and who we are to him here today and each day of our lives.  As St. Paul told the Ephesians, we are all “coheirs, members of the same body, and copartners in the promise of Jesus Christ through the gospel.”  
We live in a world covered by the darkness of so many forms of hatred, fear, discrimination, and divisions; but when we remember that each of us, no matter who we are, have gifts and are gifts, we begin to see the light and we bring the light of Christ to others.  +
