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Pope Gregory, in his Dialogues, tells us many stories about Benedict, to whom we attribute the origin of the Benedictine Order of monks.  In one of these stories, Benedict leaves the company of a visiting abbot after an evening of conversation about the spiritual life.  The period pre-dates both universities and books, and personal conversation is the primary way that people learn.  

     On this particular night, it is the Abbot Severanus, a deeply prayerful person himself, with whom Benedict has been talking.  Retiring to his room, alone and filled with ideas on the spiritual life, Benedict suddenly begins to see what he has never seen before: the sky fills with light, and in the center of the sky, he sees a whirling globe.  ‘Benedict saw the whole world as in a single ray of light,’ Gregory writes.  More than that, while he watches, Benedict sees another one of his friend, Abbot Germanus, taken up into heaven.  Astounded by the sight and intent on testing his own perceptions, Benedict calls the Abbot Severanus, a stolid and dependable person, to look at the sky and sends a monk to inquire about Germanus as well.  The confirmation is clear: Severanus, too, sees the vision and Germanus, he learns, has indeed died at that very time.  Benedict has developed sight and insight.  He has begun to see things differently.
     God is always with us.  Yet, we often have difficulty recognizing that God dwells within us.  This difficulty often results from the fact that instead of allowing God to tell us who we are, we tell God who we are.  We look for God in our-selves, life, people, and things in ways in which we want God to be present, rather than in ways that God is present.

     On this Feast of the Epiphany, the implications for us and our own lives abound.  The spiritual life enlarges our vision.  We begin to see as God sees.  When this occurs, we see far beyond ourselves.  Our Gospel reading from Matthew reflects this understanding.  The Magi find the divine child because they allow God to guide them.  Resistance, fear and expectations, on the other hand, blind Herod and the religious leaders.
The epiphany for the Magi is that the divine child lives in poverty and not in a palace; he is vulnerable and has no power or protection.  This divine child is a contradiction. Joy and sorrow – in the spiritual world – are also a contradiction.  They do not cancel each other out.  They co-exist.  The Gospel writer, Matthew, points to this reality in today’s Gospel story.  The birth of Jesus brings BOTH joy and sorrow.  Learning to accept this contradiction opens our eyes and helps us find God hiding disguised as our lives.
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