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Epiphany of Our Lord
Wednesday, January 6

We often think visually on Epiphany, calling to mind shining lights and charted stars. We could also think aromatically on this festival. Frankincense, a sweet-scented tree resin, shows up twice in the day’s readings (Isaiah 60 and Matthew 2). Our brains process the sense of smell differently than other senses. Smells go deep. We walk into a room, encounter a certain scent, and a flood of memories come to mind. Frankincense—this sweet, woody scent that graced the Christ child’s presence and lends glory to Isaiah’s vision—is still found in herbal medicine and aromatherapy practice today. As we put to rest the signs of Christmas—sights, sounds, and definitely smells—can frankincense be a scent that, like starlight, leads us to encounter Christ in the world? Looking ahead to the baptism of Jesus, maybe frankincense can be an aromatic reminder that we are deeply claimed and loved by God in baptism.

Baptism of Our Lord
Sunday, January 10

The grasshoppers, the wild honeycombs, the river Jordan, and each of us have our beginning in the tumultuous waters of creation. The water flowing through the Jordan on the day of the Lord’s baptism and even now is water over which the winds of creation have swept. In the month of January wind and water may be moving as fierce snowstorms, or they may be calm and gentle. Either way, water is on the move beneath us all. Aquifers carry water from sources deep in the earth to refresh streams, rivers, and eventually the ocean. This water cycle is as old as creation and is part of our origin story. Though sin is also original to our experience, by the Holy Spirit’s power the water all around us washes sin away and anchors us in God’s story. We are fully renewed along with the grasshoppers, honeycombs, and rivers.

Second Sunday after Epiphany
Sunday, January 17

The sheer vastness of creation is astounding. In the psalm for today, the community praises a God who accompanies humanity in the secret depths of the earth as well as “the uttermost parts of the sea” (Psalm 139:9). In the gospel Jesus instructs Nathanael that he will behold the heavens, so distant and out of reach, now opened, with angels ascending and descending. In Christ, that which seems so far away from us is brought near. God’s nearness within a vast creation brings us hope. When fear about the fate of the earth grips us, or when our courage to change our consuming ways fails us, we can turn to God, who draws near to us in spite of our weakness. Held close by a power so vast, we find the strength to care for what is right in front of us.

Third Sunday after Epiphany
January 24

Our ancestors in the faith sang about God as a strong rock, a solid foundation (Psalm 62). For all of us called into the waters of baptism and the flowing life of discipleship, having God, our rock, be firm and sure is important. Rock is a composite of many things—sand, dirt, water, trapped air—yet it holds firm. God remains our solid ground. Some people find that keeping a small stone or rock with them helps anchor their rushing, bap- tismal lives in the sure and solid love of God. Place river rocks near the baptismal font and invite worshipers to select one for themselves as a call to prayer and an anchor for baptismal life.

Fourth Sunday after Epiphany
January 31

Many people go into the wilderness to listen to God. As Israel listens to God in the passage from Deuteronomy, they are promised a prophet who will speak to them. They do not need divine messages from pagan practices. And yet, since we praise God as creator, we hear, see, smell, touch, and taste God in the created world. The people feared God in the fire (v. 16), but we light candles to quiet our spirits and call one another to prayer. The festival of Candlemas is near this Sunday. Bless the candles in your worship space or offer small candles to your community to bless their prayer life. It is God, not the fire, who speaks, but fire can kindle our ability to listen.

