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 A "wiki how" article begins, "before the GPS, before the compass, your main means of 
finding your way was to navigate by the stars."  For those in the northern hemisphere, you begin 
by finding the north star, Polaris.  The handle of the little dipper.1   
 
 I tend to ask my phone to navigate where I am going, but there are times when the system 
fails.  I asked Siri this morning to navigate to Bethlehem.  She told me that maps of Bethlehem 
were not available.  So stars. 
 
 Our story for today, the first in a series of Epiphany stories, is about a star and an aha 
moment.  Epiphany is a specific church festival day – the twelth day after Christmas – January 6 
– that observes the coming of the magi, or wise ones, or kings.  Epiphany also means, according 
to the Merriam-Webster dictionary: 
 

2 : an appearance or manifestation especially of a divine being  
3 a (1) : a usually sudden manifestation or perception of the essential nature or meaning 
of something  
(2) : an intuitive grasp of reality through something (such as an event) usually simple and 
striking  
(3) : an illuminating discovery, realization, or disclosure  
b : a revealing scene or moment 2 

 
 These wise people, astrologers, seeking wisdom in the movement of the stars come to the 
royal palace and ask a question that sets the palace buzzing.  And launch an investigation.  Is 
there a new rightful king?  Paranoia sets in quickly.  Herod says, go find this new king . . . but 
then come back and report to me. 
 
 And so we hear about these wise ones, who follow the star, and go from the royal palace 
to backwaters Bethlehem.  And there they encounter the Christ child. 
  
 A few days after Christmas, my kids and I saw the movie Wonder.  Based on a marvelous 
book by R.J. Palacio.3  The main character is a boy named Auggie who has a severe facial 
deformity and has undergone countless surgeries.  The movie is about Auggie, and his family, 
and about the kids he encounters at school.  Wonder makes us think about how wrapped up we 
are with appearances, with what things look like on the outside that we can totally miss what is at 
the core.  I might say more about Wonder some other time, but this meditation on appearances 
masking the goodness within has me thinking about our Bible story today.     
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In the popular imagination, we spend so much time thinking about what these “wise 
men” look like.  There are always three of them, in our imagination.  We imagine their costumes, 
their packages in which their gifts, the majesty with which they comport themselves. 

But, the Bible never says there were three of them.  The Bible does not say that they were 
all men – although at least one was according to the rules of Greek grammar.  But otherwise, we 
don’t know.  The Bible doesn't waste many words describing their appearance, even though that 
is one of the topics that takes the most Christmas pageant prep time.  The Bible doesn’t say 
anything about camels or any other mode of transportation. 

Instead, the Bible focuses on what they do - and what they do not do.  They ask about a 
new king.  They travel to Bethlehem, see Jesus and Mary his mother.  And they present gifts 
with symbolic meanings: gold, frankincense, and myrhh.  The story concludes with them being 
warned in a dream about Herod’s evil intentions and so they do not go back to Herod filing their 
report, but return home a different way.  

And there is where our imaginations might be productively put to use.  What would it 
look like to go home a different way.  To leave as changed people.  Church is not a junior high 
lunchroom.  But our challenge is similar in that we need to find ways to go deeper.  To get to 
know people better.  To have our lives enriched. 

 Last year we picked up on a tradition that my friend Marci has been doing in a small but 
mighty Presbyterian Church in Boise, Idaho.4  Passing out star words.  Stars cut out with words 
on each one.  Words that might help us to navigate a new year.  Serve as a tool for spiritual 
discernment and prayer.  If you were here last year, do you remember the word you received?  
Mine was Awe.   
 

Marci encourages people to take a star and then trust that the word they get is the word 
they need.  She writes, “If they want to come up after worship and change out words, they can do 
that, but they can’t just rifle through the pile while they are in line searching for some magic 
word.  People tell me that after doing it a few years now, they really trust the process and have 
always learned the most from the words they like the least (initially).” 

 
Another pastor was writing about this practice and wrote 

 
Like the Wise Men who followed the star in the sky, we allow our words to guide us 
during the year. We ponder them, wrestle with them, pray about them and, at the end of 
the year, reflect on where the word has taken us over the past 12 months. 

Sometimes the words give us trouble. One woman drew obedience and was not so 
pleased. A man didn’t know what to think about healing until he was diagnosed with 
diabetes later in the year. A college student got assurance, which helped her remember 
God’s love and the love of her congregation during a year where she was far from home 
and dealing with illness in her family.5 
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So, today is a big day at Central.  We are ordaining and installing new ruling elders and 
deacons who will guide us.  We hear once again of days of old, and how a star guided wise men 
to Jesus.  We will celebrate communion, a sign and seal of God’s love for us.  And then, I invite 
you to select a star.  I look forward to hearing how these stars guide our thoughts and how they 
might shape our prayers in this coming year.  Amen. 
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