
 On Christmas Eve in 1951, 5 million people sat down in 

front of their television sets to see something no one had ever seen 

before: a new opera, composed and directed, not for the stage, but 

for television, or at least for the tiny, fuzzy, black and white squares 

that passed as televisions in the early 1950’s. The opera was Amahl 

and the Night Visitors, with music and libretto by the composer Gian 

Carlo Menotti. Amahl was a huge success, drawing the largest 

audience ever for a televised opera. It was such a success it was 

rebroadcast every Christmas for the next 15 years, thereby becoming 

the first ever annual “Christmas special,” paving the way for Rudolph, 

Charlie Brown, and the rest of our holiday favorites.  

 The opera tells the story of Amahl, a young boy who lives with 

his widowed mother. They are tremendously poor; they were 

shepherds, but they have had to sell their sheep, and the money is 

gone. Amahl was born with a twisted leg that cannot bear his weight 

and must use a crutch to walk. This does not prevent him from 

joyfully skipping about on the stage for most of the opera, though, as 

he wields his rough crutch with an expert hand. Despite these 

hardships, or perhaps because of them, Amahl is a boy with a vivid 

imagination. On this night, he we find him telling his mother that he 

can see a bright star with a long, flashing tail; his mother, suspecting 

he is telling a tall tale, tells him to stop fibbing and come to bed.  

 But before she can tuck him in on his pallet of straw, three 

strange men arrive at the door. These are the Night Visitors, kings 

from foreign lands who are on their way to see a child who has been 

born far from their home. They ask Amahl’s mother if they may break 

their long journey with her. As she prepares for their stay, the kings 

show them the gifts they have brought to give to this mysterious child, 

including incense, and myrrh, and more gold than even this creative 

little boy’s mind could have ever imagined. 

 It is the gold that precipitates the climax of the opera. After 

hearing the kings tell of the blessed qualities of the child they seek, 



the mother sings to herself that she, too, knows a child who is 

deserving of gifts and laments that no one will ever lavish presents 

upon her needy son. That night, after the household has fallen asleep, 

she stays awake, watching the gold flickering in the fading firelight. 

“All that gold,” she sings. “Oh what I could do for my child with that 

gold! Why should it all go to a child they don’t even know?” She 

stretches out a trembling hand to steal the gold, fully prepared to do 

this wrong in order to do right by her beloved, hungry child.  

 She is caught, of course; the wise men’s servant wakes and 

starts yelling “Thief” as he tries to snatch the gold out of her hands. 

Amahl rushes to her side, flailing at the servant and breathlessly 

singing, “Don’t you dare, don’t you dare hurt my mother!” until, 

exhausted, he collapses into her arms. At this piteous sight, one of 

the kings comes over to them and sings to them in rich, round tones, 

“Oh woman, you may keep the gold. The child we seek doesn’t need 

our gold. On love alone he will build his kingdom. His pierced hand 

will hold no scepter. His haloed head will wear no crown. His might 

will not be built on your toil…. He will bring us new life, and receive 

our death, and the keys to his city belong to the poor.” 

 As she listens to the king’s song, Amahl’s mother has a 

profound change of heart. She opens her hands and sings, “Oh no, 

wait – take back your gold. For such a king I’ve waited all my life, and 

if I weren’t so poor I would send a gift of my own to the child.” 

Hearing this, Amahl is inspired, and sings, “But Mother, let me send 

him my crutch. Who knows, he may need one, and this, I made 

myself.” And he steps forward without thinking, worn crutch in 

hand. He steps, and steps again, and looks up, eyes wide. For he, the 

little boy with the twisted, worthless leg, walks.  

 At this point, if you can wipe away enough of your tears to 

actually see the black and white television again, you will be able to 

watch the kings tell Amahl that he has been blessed by the Son of 

God, and Amahl decide to travel with the kings to give the crutch to 



the child himself, and Amahl and his mother share a tender goodbye, 

and the shepherds sing a song of the morning and of the dawn of 

peace, and Amahl and the kings head over the hill to find the child 

who has brought such healing and mercy and love into the world. 

 Amahl and the Night Visitors might have premiered on 

Christmas Eve, but it is not a Christmas Eve story. It is an Epiphany 

story. Because the story of Amahl is about more than the gift of the 

Christ child. The story of Amahl is about the gifts given in response 

to that child – gifts of gold and frankincense and myrrh, the gift of a 

crutch, the gift of letting go, the gift of faith that even when we seem 

to have nothing but fear, this child is come that we may have life and 

have it abundantly.  

With each of these gifts, it is the giver, not the one who 

receives, who is transformed by the giving. The mother who gives back 

the stolen gold finds that the shackles of anxiety that have bound and 

twisted her spirit have fallen away. Amahl, who gives away the thing 

he values most simply because he imagines that this child might be 

just like him, another child with a twisted leg who needs a crutch, 

suddenly finds that leg sturdy and strong beneath him. It is those who 

give, not those who receive, who are blessed, who are healed, and who 

are forever changed.  

This is the same truth we find in the Epiphany story in St. 

Matthew’s Gospel. Here, too, we find a humble home, a poor home, 

even, the home of a simple carpenter and his young wife and their 

precious surprise of a child. They too, like Amahl and his mother, 

have never seen the kind of extravagant gifts these night visitors lay at 

their son’s feet; perhaps they have not even imagined such wealth. 

And yet Matthew isn’t at all interested in telling us how this wealth 

transforms the lives of the Holy Family. We don’t hear him tell of 

how Mary stayed up late into the night watching the gold flicker in 

the firelight, or how Joseph bought the fastest camel and booked only 

the finest accommodations for their trip into Egypt. No, in the 



Gospel, the ones who are transformed are the kings; the ones who are 

changed are the givers. After traveling to Bethlehem and meeting the 

child, they are able to hear God’s word to them, come in a dream, 

and they travel home by another way. They change their plans, change 

their direction; they give, and they are changed. 

There are times when a gift given to us can transform us for 

sure. There are times when receiving something generous, something 

remarkable and unexpected can change our lives for the better, and 

may we all have that experience once in our lives. But if receiving a 

gift can sometimes, for some of us, change our lives, giving a gift 

always, for all of us, changes us. For it is in giving that we are the most 

beautiful, the most free, the most the children of God we will ever be. 

Today the vestry and I are asking you to contribute to our 

Epiphany appeal – to prayerfully consider giving or giving more to the 

work of ministry in this place. At a practical level, the vestry and I are 

asking you this to fund the budget. We need to raise additional 

monies following our regular stewardship campaign so that we can 

continue to have the kind of life and worship and service here that is 

so clearly a sign of the Kingdom of God. But at a deeper, holier level, 

we are asking you this so that you and I can be givers. This is why we 

give to the church, this is why we pledge or contribute to the 

Epiphany appeal – because the old adage it true: it is in giving that we 

receive. I don’t mean that we receive a nice, warm-and-fuzzy feeling 

when we give, or a sense of righteousness or even accomplishment; I 

mean that when we give, we receive the powerful, transforming grace 

of God. When we give, that grace heals us, forgives, frees, blesses, and 

changes us. When we give, that grace guides us to walk forward step 

by step along a new path, another way we have never taken before, 

but that is surely the right way. When we give, the very grace of God 

makes us new, makes us more and more like that little child lying in 

a manger, who has given all of his heart, all of his strength, his love, 

and his life for you and for me. When we give, we are filled with the 



grace of God, which is a blessing to us and to a world that is desperate 

to turn on their televisions and see anything that looks like truth, 

beauty, generosity, and love. When we give, we are a light to that 

world, a light that people can follow with gifts of their own to lay 

before the Lord of life. What can I give him, poor that I am? If I were 

a shepherd, I would bring a lamb. If I were a wise man, I would do 

my part. Yet what I can I give him, and that has changed my heart. 

Thanks be to God. 

 

Preached by Mother Erika Takacs 

Epiphany 2019 

Atonement, Chicago 


