“Behold I am with you always; yes, to the end of time.”
Matt 28:20
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‘They returned to their own country by a different way’. The wise men whom we are told about in the gospel today, after finding the one for whom they had been searching, and after falling to their knees and giving him homage, ‘returned to their own country by a different way’. The wise men changed the course of their journey, the gospel tells us, because they had been warned about Herod. They wanted to avoid the one who regarded Jesus as nothing but an enemy and a rival. But there is another reason why the Magi set out on their journey by a different way. They had found Jesus and they had been deeply changed by him. The wise men had searched, and because of what they had found, they themselves and their lives could never be the same again. The ‘different way’ taken by the wise men refers not only to the new direction of their journey across land. The ‘different way’ refers to something interior. It refers to the entirely new outlook they had been given because of Jesus.

T. S. Eliot, the renowned Anglo-American poet and Nobel Prize winner, wrote about the journey of the Magi in a poem with that name. Eliot’s poem ends with one of the Magi, now an old man, reflecting on the journey he and the others had made so many years before. Traditionally the Magi are depicted as wise kings from pagan lands. In the poem this is what the wise king says:

We returned to our places, these Kingdoms,

But no longer at ease here, in the old dispensation,

With an alien people clutching their gods.

After finding Jesus, the Magi had returned home but they no longer felt ‘at ease’ in their own Kingdoms. Although they had returned home they no longer felt at home. Their own people now seemed alien to them. For the wise men seeing the infant Jesus was an epiphany, a revelation which had opened their eyes. Nothing could be the same again. They had no choice but to take ‘a different way’ in life because they themselves were now so different.

Since the birth of Jesus some two thousand years ago, there have been countless people who have been blessed like the Magi, people who have found Jesus and have been so changed by this experience that in their lives they have begun to travel by a different way. In the gospels we are told of the meetings with our Lord of the first disciples and apostles. For each one of them nothing could ever be the same again after their finding the person of Jesus. Their lives took on a completely new direction. Then there were the countless others we are told about in the gospels who found Jesus and who were changed by him: people who were cured of diseases, people who were set free from the power of sin and evil, people who were restored to life, people who were simply enlightened by his teaching. Like the Magi before them, all these people found Jesus and were changed by him. After finding him all these people began a very different journey in life.

Throughout the centuries of the Church’s history and even today, the lives of people have been changed and are being changed by their finding the person of Christ. I have heard for myself people speak of their conversions. Conversions like those of the Magi, conversions like those of the first disciples and most dramatically like that of St Paul, such conversions still happen even today. Even today people find the person of Christ and they are so deeply changed that immediately their lives take a completely new course.

But more common by far for most Christians is a gradual finding of Christ and a gradual change in the direction of one’s life. Most people do not have dramatic epiphanies. Most people do not have revelations of Christ which radically and all at once change their life. For most people their discovery of the person of Christ is only gradual and the change in their life barely perceptible. It occurs day by day and year by year and all the while there are reverses and set-backs in their commitment to Christ. But if those like us who identify themselves as Christian, if those like us who claim some kind of commitment to Christ, if we are no different at all to those who have not found him, then we must surely question ourselves about what we claim. If we do not have some sense of travelling by a different way, then we must question ourselves about whether or not we have truly found Christ, whether or not we are truly committed to him.

Today there are many people who say they are Christian and even Catholic, but on any number of the moral issues of our time, refuse to accept the explicit teaching of Christ or the explicit teaching of his Church, the very Church Christ himself established to teach with authority in his name. The evidence shows, for example, that what most Catholics think about living together before marriage, and divorce and remarriage, is hardly any different to the rest of the population. The evidence shows that what most Catholics today think about abortion and contraception and fertility treatments is hardly any different to the rest of the population. The evidence shows that Catholics who have spent thirteen years in Catholic schools are just as confused as everybody else about what is right and what is wrong. And this is of particular concern because of what it tells us about future prospects. 

One of the sure signs of having found Christ is what the wise king in Eliot’s poem describes as a sense of no longer being in step with those who have not found him, a sense of being an alien amongst others. One of the sure signs of having found Christ is that one’s journey in life is by a very different way to that taken by those who have not found him. If we are thinking just like everyone else, if we are behaving just like everyone else, then we have not found Christ. On one occasion our Lord said, ‘The road that leads to destruction is wide and spacious, and many take it. But it is a narrow gate and a hard road that leads to life, and only a few find it
’. Numbers of people are no indication of the right and wrong path in life. As Archbishop Fulton Sheen said so succinctly: ‘Right is right even if no one is right, and wrong is wrong even if everybody is wrong’
. If we are no different to the crowd in our life’s journey, if we think and act like everybody else, we should be deeply concerned about where in fact we are heading.  

�  Matthew 7:13-14


�  With minor variations this statement is attributed as original to either St Augustine or William Penn or G.K. Chesterton or Sheen himself. 





