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If the most familiar symbol of Christmas is a manger, then of course, the 

most familiar symbol of Epiphany is a star. The star & the manger are both 

signs & symbols. They point beyond themselves to something else. If the manger 

points to the birth of a baby & signals the arrival of God’s love in person, then we 

could say the star points to the status of that baby. It signals divine royalty despite 

surface appearance. The star becomes a sign of our invitation to pay homage, like 

the Magi. It becomes a sign of God’s self-revelation in humble love. It becomes a 

sign of God’s persistent & mysterious presence both within & above our world. 

So this week, NASA – the space agency – did us a huge favor by 

coordinating the Feast of Epiphany with "the most distant exploration of a space 

object to date."1 It isn’t exactly a star. It’s a spinning rock; actually, two blobs of 

space rock fused together in the shape of snowman. Think of it as a kind of cosmic 

fidget spinner twirling around the outer belt of our solar system.  

Just after midnight on New Year’s Day, the New Horizons spacecraft flew 

past this spinning galactic snowman known as Ultima Thule, which means, 

“beyond the known world.”2 [Unfortunately that name has also been used by racist 

groups for a mythological home world, but NASA intends an innocent meaning.] 

Depending on who you talk to, this is the most exciting space exploration ever. Bc 

                                                 
1 https://www.engadget.com/2018/12/27/nasa-new-horizons-most-distant-target-new-years-day/ 
2 https://www.vox.com/science-and-health/2019/1/2/18165292/ultima-thule-new-horizons-pluto-

nasa-jpl 
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even though it’s just a rock, it’s the oldest known building block for life as we 

know it; “possibly a remnant of the original rocks and debris that formed our solar 

system more than 4.5 billion years ago.”3  

People have been geeking out about this exploration all year – and by all 

year, I mean six days. My favorite response has to be from the lead guitarist of the 

rock band, Queen, who wrote a song commemorating NASA’s discovery. This is 

the same guy who wrote the song, “We Will Rock You.” That guy. Turns out, he’s 

also an astrophysicist.  

So this afternoon, do yourself a favor. Go on YouTube and watch the “New 

Horizons” music video by Brian May, complete with soaring guitars, epic lyrics, 

and a really great animation about NASA’s. Here’s a sample of what you’ll hear. 

He sings: 

New horizons a dream coming true 

New horizons that will change our point of view 

The fruits of wishful thinking 

We taste them for real 

We're off to new horizons so hold on to the wheel.4 

It’s epic, right? It feels a little over the top if we’re just talking about a rock. 

But of course, we’re not just talking about a rock. Ultima Thule is also a sign & a 

symbol. It points beyond itself to something else. It’s a sign of the human spirit and 

our insatiable appetite for discovery. It points to a powerful story about the origins 

                                                 
3 Ibid. 
4 https://lyricstranslate.com/en/brian-may-new-horizons-ultima-thule-mix-lyrics.html 

https://youtu.be/j3Jm5POCAj8
https://youtu.be/j3Jm5POCAj8
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of our cosmos, and our appearance as a source of life & beauty in the midst of a 

barren, interstellar wasteland. It’s a revelation about the origin & meaning of 

our lives. It changes how we look at the world; how we think about the past, 

present, and future. It’s a sign and a symbol for New horizons a dream coming 

true, New horizons that will change our point of view. With the exploration of UT, 

We’re off to new horizons so hold on to the wheel. 

NASA’s recent discovery is a great illustration for the Feast of the Epiphany. 

Bc the manifestation of Jesus to the furthest reaches of the known world, is a 

revelation of divine mystery that forever changes how we look at the world. 

It’s a revelation about the meaning & purpose of our lives. Just like any good 

NASA scientist, these Magi, or astrologers, would have studied the heavens for 

clues about life as they knew it. Distant objects could change their point of view 

about the past, present and future. Because, for them, "everything was 

interconnected, and when something important was happening on earth you could 

expect to see it reflected in the heavens."5 

Heavenly signs of a distant royal birth set them off on new horizons – so 

hold on to the wheel. Bc their arrival sets off a chain reaction that changes 

everything. Herod, the current King of the Jews, is forced to change how he sees 

the world; how he thinks about the past, the present, and certainly how he thinks 

                                                 
5 Tom Wright, Matthew for Everyone, Part 1, p. 10. 
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about the future. For Herod, this revelation of God’s mystery is no dream come 

true because it means he isn’t the master of his domain. The revelation of God’s 

mystery introduces a new horizon, with a very different kind of view. 

Herod’s response to the birth of Jesus is murderous. His slaughter of 

Bethlehem’s children following today’s passage, has nothing to do with the way 

Jesus looks on the surface. It has everything to do with a world-changing story 

about the appearance of God’s life & beauty in the most barren places of our 

world. 

It’s the story we hear today from Isaiah. Arise, shine, for your light has 

come, and the glory of the LORD has risen upon you (Isa. 60:1). That’s the 

message to God’s people centuries before Jesus when they returned from exile in a 

foreign land. After generations of exile & oppression, they return only to find their 

existence reduced to a barren wasteland; feeling every bit as desolate as the 

furthest reaches of outer space.  

So the prophet, Isaiah, reminds them of God’s story. He reminds them of the 

God who created the heavens & the earth. He reminds them of God’s persistent & 

mysterious commitment to bring light & life in the midst of any darkness or chaos. 

He says, Darkness shall cover the earth, and thick darkness the peoples; but the 

LORD will arise upon you, and his glory will appear over you (Isa. 60.2). Here’s 

what Isaiah does. The prophet connects their personal grief & sorrow to God’s 
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cosmic story of creation. Bc it’s impossible to look at our lives the same way 

when we’re connected to God’s story of creation. That’s what Isaiah is excited 

about. He’s connecting this world’s present darkness with God’s dawning light.  

Not so different than a rock star like Brian May, the prophet Isaiah is 

composing an epic song for God’s people. Here’s how. 14x in 6 short verses Isaiah 

narrows the cosmic scale of God’s creation onto the intimate stories of their daily 

lives. In this passage, look how often he uses the word, you. 

The glory of the LORD has risen upon you. 

The Lord will arise upon you, and his glory will appear over you. 

Nations shall come to your light, and kings to the brightness of your dawn. 

They come to you.  

Then you shall see and be radiant; your heart shall thrill and rejoice,  

because the abundance of the sea shall be brought to you. 

The prophet’s revelation is meant to change how you look at the world; how 

you think about the past, present, and future. But that kind of transformation 

doesn’t just happen overnight, does it? Surrounded by so much darkness & chaos 

in our world, the revelation of God’s mysterious life is more often like the gradual 

rise of the morning sun.6 That’s often our experience.  

This week, when I visited the 12 Step recovery center, I was talking with a 

group about hope & fear. A young man in front of about 30 of his peers asked me 

what to do if he’s gotten comfortable with hopelessness. If he’s no longer even 

looking for hope. If he’s made peace with darkness & despair. Here’s what I said. I 

                                                 
6 Connections: A Lectionary Commentary: Year C, Vol. 1, Kindle Edition. 
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invited him to live with stories of hope. Not arguments. Not action items. But 

stories. Because stories are powerful. They live inside us and transform us like the 

gradual rise of the morning sun. God’s light may be gradual & slow, but when it 

lives inside us, it creates New horizons that will change us, and our point of view. 

Epiphany is the revelation of God’s life-giving, hope-building, death-

defeating love in the humble presence of a helpless child. A child whose 

appearance impressed no one on the surface; who appeared to be nothing but the 

leftover bits of his world. But we believe, “the wise men who journeyed from the 

east following a star… found the glory of God and the hope of salvation shining 

powerfully in the face of a baby in a manger."7 That's the excitement of Epiphany. 

We can’t prove it with arguments or action steps. But when we live with Jesus, he 

will change us. God’s light may be gradual & slow, like the rise of the sun, but 

when Jesus lives in us, he creates New horizons that will change us.  

We’re off to new horizons so hold on to the wheel, because the most 

shocking revelation of Epiphany is that you & I also become the living presence 

God’s mysterious life in our world. In Ephesians, Paul says that our existence as 

the church; our presence as a gathered people following Jesus is itself a revelation, 

to make everyone see what is the plan of the mystery hidden for ages in God who 

created all things; so that through the church the wisdom of God in its rich variety 

                                                 
7 Ibid. 
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might now be made known, to all creation (Eph. 3:9-10).  

Paul says you & I, together, are the wisdom of God in all its rich variety. 

Even though sometimes we look no more impressive than a giant rock in outer 

space. Pauls says, we are a revelation of God’s commitment to bring light & life in 

the midst of any darkness or despair. We are the fulfillment of God’s promise to 

be Emmanuel, God with us. God is Emmanuel, with us, in the child who lived, 

died, and rose 2,000 years ago. God is still Emmanuel, with us, in the people who 

gather day-by-day and week-by-week to worship in Jesus’ name. We can’t prove it 

with clever arguments. But as we live with Jesus in our midst, he will change us, as 

sure as the rise of the morning sun. God’s light may be gradual & slow, but when 

Jesus is with us, he creates New horizons that will change us, & our point of view. 

Let’s close with a story; the story of St. Brendan The Navigator.8 In a few 

moments we’re going to bless a new icon in our baptismal chapel. It’s an icon of 

Brendan, given in memory of John McShane. Here’s a sample of Brendan’s story. 

He was born in the 5th ce., shortly after the death of St. Patrick. Living in 

those early days of Ireland’s Christian faith, Brendan was a zealous monk who 

heard a story from someone claiming to have visited the Land of Paradise. It was a 

revelation that changed Brendan’s point of view on the world. So he gathered a 

group of monks to set off for new horizons, a dream coming true.  

                                                 
8 Cf., http://www.stbrendanchurchormond.org/Who-is-St--Brendan 
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The legends surrounding his journey sound very much like the entertaining 

legends of other ancient travelers. You can read all about it. But this is what I want 

us to hear. During his journey, Brendan is told that he will only discover paradise 

after 7 years. And those 7 years have a shape. They’re not aimless or wandering. 

Those 7 years are shaped by the worship & the story of Jesus. Bc Brendan and his 

travelers spend 7 years celebrating Holy Saturday on an Island of Sheep, Easter 

Sunday on the back of a whale, and then Easter season on an Island of Birds.  

Here’s the point. It’s only after 7 years of traveling together with the story of 

Jesus that paradise is revealed to them through the fog of this world. Do you get it? 

They travel together as participants in the story of Jesus so that God’s 

presence can be revealed through the fog of this world.  

That’s the invitation of St. Brendan. He invites us to journey together as 

participants in the story of Jesus so that we don’t simply see God’s presence in this 

world but we also become a revelation of God’s presence for the world. The 

presence of Jesus will change us over time. God’s light may be gradual & slow, 

like the dawn of the sun, but when Jesus lives inside us & among us, he creates  

New horizons a dream coming true 

New horizons that will change our point of view 

The fruits of wishful thinking 

We taste them for real 

We're off to new horizons so hold on to the wheel 

Amen. 


