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The gifts of the Three Kings sweep away
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On the occasion of the solemnity of the Epiphany, we publish some excerpts from Gilbert

Keith Chesterton's Theology of Christmas Gifts.

Unless the Gospel sounds like a gun going off it has not been uttered at all. And if the
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new theologies sound like steam slowly escaping from a leaky kettle, then even the
untrained ear of the ordinary layman (who knows neither chemistry nor theology) can
detect the difference between that sound and an explosion. It is vain for such reformers
to say that they go, not by the letter, but by the spirit. For they are even more plainly
opposed to the spirit than they are to the letter.

Let us take one instance out of many of this principle in operation; the case of
Christmas presents. A little while ago | saw a statement by Mrs. Eddy on this subject, in
which she said that she did not give presents in a gross, sensuous, terrestrial sense, but
sat still and thought about Truth and Purity till all her friends were much better for it. (...)
| do not know that there is any Scriptural text or Church Council that condemns Mrs.
Eddy's theory of Christmas presents: but Christianity condemns it, as soldiering
condemns running away. The two attitudes are antagonistic not only in their theology,

not only in their thought, but in their state of soul before they ever begin to think.

The idea of embodying goodwill—that is, of putting it into a body—is the huge and
primal idea of the Incarnation. A gift of God that can be seen and touched is the whole
point of the epigram of the creed. Christ Himself was a Christmas present. The note of
material Christmas is struck even before He is born in the first movements of the sages
and the star. The Three Kings came to Bethlehem bringing gold and frankincense and
myrrh. If they had only brought Truth and Purity and Love there would have been no

Christian art and no Christian civilization.

Many sermons must have been preached upon those three gifts; but there is one
aspect of them that has hardly received due attention. It is odd that our European
sceptics, while borrowing from Oriental philosophers so much of their determinism and
their despair, are perpetually sneering at the one Oriental element which Christianity
eagerly incorporated, the one Oriental element which is really simple and delightful. |
mean the Oriental love of gay colours and an infantile excitement about luxury. Sceptic
after sceptic has called the New Jerusalem of Saint John a lump of vulgar jewellery.
Sceptic after sceptic has denounced the rites of the Church as parades of sensual purple

and tawdry gold.

But in this selection, indeed, the Church was wiser than either Europe or Asia.
She saw that the Eastern appetite for scarlet and silver and gold and green was in itself
innocent and ardent, though wasted by the lower civilizations upon the pampering of
idleness and tyranny. She saw that the stoic plainness of the Roman had in it a peril of
stiffness and pride, though this was allied with the equality and public spirit of the
highest civilization then the extant. The Church took all the labyrinthine gold and



crawling colours which had adorned so many erotic poems and cruel romances in the
East, and she lit those motley flames to illuminate gigantic humility and the greater
intensities of innocence. She took the colours from he serpent’s back; but she left the

serpent.

The European peoples have, upon the whole, followed in this the lead of
Christian instinct and Christian art. Nothing is healthier in our popular tradition than
the fact that we regard the East as a mass of quaint shapes and colours rather than a
rival philosophical system. Though it is in fact a temple of hoary cosmologies, we treat it
as a big bazaar—that is, as enormous toy-shop. The real people remember the Near
East, not by the Arabian prophet, but by the “Arabian Nights.” Constantinople was
captured by a Saracen culture scarce inferior, at the time, to ours. But we do not trouble
about Turkish culture, but rather about Turkey carpets. The Celestial Empire has been
filled for ages with an ironical agnosticism. But we Europeans do not ask for Chinese
enigmas, but rather for Chinese puzzles. We regard the East as a great Gamage's: and
we do well. This is the heartiest and most human thing in the East, what is called the

violence of its colouring and the vulgarity of its gems.

How evil are other Eastern things, the wheels of mental destiny and the wastes of
mental doubt, we can only know from the modern skeptics themselves, who give us the
dreary Eastern attitude combined with the Western costume. Schopenhauer shows us
the poison of the snake without its glitter, as the early Church showed us the glitter
without the poison. It was the glitter that Christendom took out of the tangle of Eastern
things. Gold ran like fire in a forest round every script and statue, and clung to the head
of every king and saint. But it all came from the one lump of gold that Melchior bore in

his hand when he went across the deserts of Bethlehem.

The other two gifts are marked even more by the great Christian note—the note
of the sensuous and the material. There is even something brazenly carnal about the
appeal to the sense of smell in frankincense and myrrh. (...) But, to insist on the other
side in turn, this Asiatic luxury is in the Christian mystery only admitted in order to be
subordinate to a higher simplicity and sanity. The gold is brought to a stable; the kings
go seeking a carpenter. The wise men are on the march, not to find wisdom, but rather a
strong and sacred ignorance. The wise men came from the East, but they went
Westward to find God.



