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1. On the feast of the Epiphany we read the passage from the Gospel of St Matthew which
describes the arrival of some Magi from the East at Bethlehem: "Going into the house they saw
the child with Mary his mother, and they fell down and worshipped him. Then, opening their
treasures, they offered him gifts, gold and frankincense and myrrh." (Mt 2:11-12).

We have already spoken once here, of the shepherds who found the baby, the born Son of God,
lying in a manger (Lk 2:16).

Today we return once more to those characters who, according to tradition, were three in number:
the Magi Kings. St Matthew's concise text renders very well what is part of the very substance of
man's meeting with God: "they fell down and worshipped him". Man meets God in the act of
veneration, of worship, of cult. It is useful to note that the word "cult" (cultus) is closely related to
the term "culture". Admiration, veneration for what is divine, for what raises man on high, belongs
to the very substance of human culture, of the various cultures. A second element of man's
meeting with God, highlighted by the Gospel, is contained in the words: "opening their treasures,
they offered him gifts ... ". In these words, St Matthew indicates a factor that deeply characterizes
the very substance of religion, understood both as knowledge and meeting. A merely abstract
concept of God does not constitute, does not yet form this substance.

Man gets to knows God by meeting him, and vice versa he meets him in the act of getting to know
him. He meets God when he opens up to him with the interior gift of his human "ego", to accept
God's Gift and reciprocate it.

The Magi Kings, at the moment when they present themselves before the Child in his mother's



arms, accept in the light of the Epiphany the Gift of God Incarnate, his ineffable dedication to man
in the mystery of the Incarnation. At the same time, "opening their treasures, they offered him
gifts"; it is a question of the concrete gifts of which the evangelist speaks, but above all they open
themselves up to him, with the interior gift of their own heart. And this is the real treasure they
offer, of which the gold, incense and myrrh are only an exterior expression. The fruit of the
Epiphany consists in this gift: they recognize God and they meet him.

2, When I meditate in this way, together with you gathered here, on those words of the Gospel of
Matthew, there come into my mind the texts of the Constitution Lumen Gentium which speak of
the universality of the Church. The day of the Epiphany is the feast of the universality of the
Church, of her universal mission. Well, we read in the Council: "The one People of God is
accordingly present in all the nations of the earth, since its citizens, who are taken from all nations,
are of a kingdom whose nature is not earthly but heavenly. All the faithful scattered throughout the
world are in communion with each other in the Holy Spirit so that 'he who dwells in Rome knows
those in most distant parts to be his members' (n. 9). Since the kingdom of Christ is not of this
world (cf. Jn 18:36), the Church or People of God which establishes this Kingdom does not take
away anything from the temporal welfare of any people. Rather, she fosters and takes to herself,
in so far as they are good, the abilities, the resources and customs of peoples. In so taking them to
herself she purifies, strengthens and elevates them. The Church indeed is mindful that she must
work with that king to whom the nations were given for an inheritance (cf. Ps 2:8) and to whose
city gifts are brought (cf.. Ps 71 [72] :10; Is 60:4-7; Rev 21:24). This character of universality which
adorns the People of God is a gift from the Lord himself whereby the Catholic ceaselessly and
efficaciously seeks for the return of all humanity and all its goods under Christ the Head in the
unity of his Spirit.

"In virtue of this catholicity each part contributes its own gifts to other parts and to the whole
Church, so that the whole and each of the parts are strengthened by the common sharing of all
things and by the common effort to fullness in unity. Hence it is that the People of God is... an
assembly of various peoples ... " (Lumen Gentium, 13).

Here we have before our eyes the same image present in the Gospel of St Matthew read at
Epiphany; only it is far more developed. The same Christ who in Bethlehem, as a Child, accepted
the gifts of the Magi Kings, is still the One to whom men and whole Peoples "open their treasures".
The gifts of the human spirit, in the act of this opening before God Incarnate, take on a special
value, become the treasures of various cultures, the spiritual riches of Peoples and Nations, the
common heritage of the whole of mankind. This heritage is formed and grows continually through
that "exchange of gifts", of which the constitution Lumen Gentium speaks. He is the centre of that
exchange; the same one who accepted the gifts of the Magi Kings. He himself, who is the visible
and incarnate Gift, causes the opening of souls and that exchange of gifts from which live not only
individuals, but also peoples, nations, and the whole of mankind.

2

http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_const_19641121_lumen-gentium_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_const_19641121_lumen-gentium_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_const_19641121_lumen-gentium_en.html


3. The whole preceding meditation is to some extent an introduction and preface to what I want to
say now.

Tomorrow I am to undertake, with the grace of God, a journey to Mexico, the first of my pontificate.
I wish here to follow the great Pope Paul and continue the tradition he began. I am going to
Mexico, to Puebla, on the occasion of the Episcopal Conference of Latin America, which is
beginning its work on Saturday next with the eucharistic concelebration in the Sanctuary of Our
Lady of Guadalupe. Today, already, I express my gratitude, both to the representatives of the
Episcopate for the invitation addressed to me, and to the representatives of the Mexican
Authorities, particularly the President of that Republic for his favourable attitude to this journey,
which makes it possible for me to carry out such an important pastoral duty.

I am referring at this moment to the liturgy of the feast of the Epiphany as well as to the words of
the Constitution Lumen Gentium, which enable all of us to cast a glance at those particular gifts
which the people and the Church that is in Mexico have contributed and continue to contribute to
the common treasure of mankind and of the Church.

Who has not at least heard of the splendours of ancient Mexico? Of its art, its knowledge in the
field of astronomy, its pyramids and its temples, in which its aspiration to the divine, though
imperfect and still non-illuminated, was expressed?

And what are we to say of the cathedrals and churches, the palaces and city councils, built in
Mexico and by Mexican artisans after its Christianization? These buildings are an eloquent
expression of the marvellous symbiosis that the Mexican people has been able to operate
between the best elements of its past and those of its Christian future which it was then entering.

But Mexico has made great progress also in the most recent period. Alongside the famous
constructions in the so-called colonial style, today there are the skyscrapers, large streets,
impressive public buildings, and industrial plants of modern Mexico. But—and here is another of its

merits—in the midst of the modern political, technical, and civil progress, the Mexican soul shows clearly that it wishes to

be and to remain Christian: even in his typical popular music, the Mexican sings also of his eternal nostalgia for God and

his devotion to the Blessed Virgin. And in difficult times of the past, now fortunately over, the Mexican showed not only

good religious sentiments but remarkable and in fact, sometimes, heroic fortitude and staunchness of faith, as many

people will still remember.

I am convinced that, in the presence of Christ and his Mother, it will be possible to realize again
that "opening and exchange of gifts" to which the Episcopate of Latin America, I myself, and the
whole Church, attach such great hopes for the future.

4. Let us return once more to St Matthew's description. The Gospel says that that "opening of
gifts" of the Magi Kings in Bethlehem was realized in the presence of the Child and his Mother.
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Let us add that this situation continues to be repeated in just this way. Does not the history of
Mexico and the history of the Church in that land, prove it? Going there, I rejoice particularly in the
fact that I will find myself in the footsteps of so many pilgrims, who go from the whole of America,
especially Latin America, to the Sanctuary of the Mother of God at Guadalupe.

I myself come from a land and a nation whose heart beats in the great Marian sanctuaries,
especially in the sanctuary of Jasna Gora, I would like to repeat once more, as on the day of the
inauguration of the pontificate, the words of the greatest Polish poet: "Holy Virgin, who defend
bright Czestochowa, and shine forth in the Pointed Gate ... "

This enables me to understand the people, the peoples, the Church, the continent, whose heart
beats in the Sanctuary of the Mother of God at Guadalupe.

I hope too that this will open the way for me to the heart of that Church
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