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And by the light of that same star,

Three Wise Men came from country far,
To seek for a King was their intent,
And to follow the star wherever it went ...

It was the start of a new year and the faithful
gathered in the sanctuary of White Plains
Presbyterian Church to celebrate the ancient feast
of Epiphany — a day often observed in
congregations the Sunday before its official Jan. 6
date. Voices joined in singing “We Three Kings of Orient Are” — all five verses — and listened once
again to the Scripture lesson of how Magi from faraway lands were led by a brilliant star in the sky to
the Christ Child. As the service drew to a close, it was now the congregation’s turn to be led by a star.

This star, though, was not a celestial ball of fire burning over the town of White Plains, New York.
This star was an unassuming paper cutout with an equally unassuming word written on it. With
enough for each church member, the stars were placed on a table with the words facing down. It was
only when a person selected a star and flipped it over, they would see what would become their
guiding word for the year. That was when the fun began, said the Rev. Lynn Dunn, minister of
Christian education and spiritual formation at White Plains Presbyterian, who admits to having a
passion for doing creative things in worship — “anything that might bring a new and deeper
understanding to old practices.”

“Some people were intrigued with their word. Some traded their stars for a better word. There was
even one woman who had a negative reaction to the word on her star, but she kept it anyway,” said
Dunn. And then there was the star someone had relinquished a few days later. Its word, “triumph,”
was slipped under the door of Dunn’s church office. It was a gesture that moved Dunn as she had
had a trying year.

The practice of handing out Epiphany star words has been a familiar one in other denominations for
years, but it has only recently been growing in popularity in Presbyterian churches. The Rev. Marci
Auld Glass is pastor at Calvary Presbyterian Church in San Francisco. She is also a blogger who has
done a lot in promoting the practice of star words within Presbyterian circles. The rise in star words’
popularity also coincides with a renewed interest in the feast day itself among Presbyterians. When



once the Magi made a December appearance in church nativity pageants, they now process into the
sanctuary in January. Congregations are also holding Dia de Los Reyes or Three Kings Day
celebrations complete with a king cake, in which is hidden a plastic baby Jesus.

Dunn introduced the practice of Epiphany star words to the White Plains congregation two years ago.
Initially, the stars were met with a sense of wonderment and a bit of confusion. “I heard a lot “What is
this all about?”” said Dunn.

Once it was explained how the stars were a spiritual practice, providing a word to focus on or pray
over that might help one listen more intently to the Spirit’s whisper to them, folks became more
interested. Dunn still remembers how her 2019 word, “poetry,” led her to be less didactic in her
preaching and more poetic.

When 2020 rolled around, Dunn heard words from the congregants that made her creative soul
joyful: “Can we do this again?” She began putting a list of words together, which in itself was an
“interesting” process — an unexpected spiritual moment for Dunn. “What words did the
congregation need to hear?” she wondered. “What words would address the church’s context or
what was happening in the world?” Dunn then turned to the Bible for words that evoked spiritual
growth and grappling. “‘Wrestle,” as in Jacob wrestling with the angel, was a good word,” she said.
Dunn also invited the congregation to submit words.

No one, though, could ever expect just how prophetic the 2020 Epiphany star words would be,
especially for their pastor.

God is speaking

“’Show’? Really?” Dunn asked herself. She didn’t remember putting that into the star word mix. Yet
here it was in her hand. It was hers now. ““What a dumb word,” I thought,” said Dunn. But she didn’t
do a star swap as some people were inclined to do when they weren’t “feeling” their word. Glass
strongly advises not swapping stars. “I tell people to trust the word they choose. The words that have
spoken to me the most have been the ones I wanted to throw back,” she said.

Dunn kept her star, grudgingly taping it to the glass frame in her office that held her seminary
degree. “I might not have liked it, but I kept the word front and center,” she said.

At the time, Dunn was gearing up for 2020 to be a year of theological study, a time to immerse with
books, books and more books. But before she could even turn a page, a new chapter was about to be
written in her life, in the life of her congregation and in the lives of millions worldwide.

The COVID-19 virus was in the United States. By March, churches could no longer safely meet in
person and had to quickly adapt to digital ministry. Dunn found herself setting up a studio in her
home to continue Christian education classes for the children of White Plains Presbyterian. Trained in
Godly Play, an educational approach that tells the Scripture story through play pieces, Dunn began
streaming her lessons for all to watch.



In the frenzy to shift from in-person worship to online services, on top of the anxiety added to a
pastor in terms of how to connect with families, children and teens when meeting face-to-face was
not an option, Dunn didn’t have time to think about the star she held in her hand a few months back.
Epiphany seemed like a lifetime ago, she said. It wasn’t until October that her star word became clear
to her.

Dunn had just returned to her church office after being gone many months. She sat at her desk and
recognized that she had been feeling down. “At that time, it had been six months of doing online
ministry. Was this the future? Was this the new norm?” She looked up and there was her Epiphany
star taped to the glass frame staring back at her: “show.” The word she disliked so much shone
brightly with meaning. “That’s exactly what I had been doing in 2020. I was called to ‘show’ the Bible
stories, to create videos, inviting people to experience Godly Play. I found myself reading books to
children online,” said Dunn.

Dunn wasn’t alone in having a powerful spiritual awakening. The Rev. Shannon A. White, pastor of
Wilton Presbyterian Church, was equally moved by the way the Spirit was speaking to her in 2020.
White, who began offering Epiphany star words in her congregation three years ago, had chosen two
words: “justice” and “delight.” They were taped to her refrigerator, giving her time to pause and
reflect on them daily. As 2020 continued to be plagued by a pandemic, White kept wondering what
the word “delight” was all about.

“COVID-19 doesn’t bring up an image of delight,” she said. It was then that she decided to dig
deeper and begin trusting the word. As the months went by, she began to realize that while living in
a “horrendous” year, there were unexpected delights to give thanks for. White had just recently
remarried and with her college-age daughter back home due to no in-person learning, it was an
opportunity for her daughter and new husband to bond. “That never would have happened had
there not been a pandemic,” said White, who also discovered other delights in the crisis, simple ones
such as spending more time in nature.

As for her other star word, “justice,” that is a word that has been poking at her — still. White is a
pastor in a white Connecticut neighborhood. While the church she serves has had a history of
“stepping out of tradition” and not being insular, there is still a lot of racial justice work to be done.
Her star word “justice” has led to a question in which she keeps searching for an answer. “What does
justice mean in a white upper-middle-class town?” said White.

Stars connect a congregation

The Rev. Adriene Thorne, senior pastor of First Presbyterian Church in Brooklyn, New York, was not
tamiliar with the practice of star words until meeting the Rev. Dr. April Stace. Stace, an ordained
minister in the American Baptist Church and author of “White Knuckle Love,” recently came to First
Presbyterian as its minister of formation and education. One of the first things she did was suggest
Epiphany star words. In January 2019, with more than 200 stars in baskets, the children of the church
moved up and down the aisles handing them out.



“It was a deeply moving experience,” said Thorne, recalling how people reacted and interacted with
the words as the stars became conversation starters. Thorne remembers how in the first year she
would see stars left behind in the pews and those in the congregation who knew whom the star
belonged to would pick it up and hand it to them.

“You would hear in the church sentences like, “You left ‘forgiveness” on the pew; here you go,”
laughed Thorne.

Thorne also noticed how the star words were providing a “point of connection” for her and the
congregation. During pastoral visits, the star words would often come up.

“We would be talking, and the person would say, ‘I guess I shouldn’t be surprised because my word
said Thorne.

for the year was ... ,”
For the pastor herself, her star words these past two years have been thought-provoking. In 2019,
Thorne’s word that found her was “fun.” (Thorne tells everyone that the star words aren’t magical,
but mystical. “Approach this practice with the belief that the word has found you,” she said.) The
busy minister and mother didn’t think much about the word until her then-9-year-old daughter
wrote “be” in front of “fun.”

“Be fun” not only meant more mother-daughter time, but it also led Thorne to recommit to the
passions that had fallen by the wayside, as often happens in parish ministry. Once a professional
dancer who had performed with the Dance Theatre of Harlem and was once a Radio City Rockette,
Thorne felt the Spirit nudging her to return to her art. The following year’s star word would also be
an eye-opener: “recreation,” or as Thorne’s eyes saw it — “re-creation.”

“Isn’t that what we had to do in 2020?” asked Thorne. “We had to reimagine life together and not just
in the church. We were called to start putting back together broken pieces in new ways that are both
beautiful and sustainable,” she said. “’Recreate” was a perfect word to receive.”

What will this year’s words hold for Presbyterians? Whatever the words may be, one thing is sure:
When opened to the Spirit, an unassuming paper star with an equally unassuming word on it can
guide one just as powerfully as that celestial ball of fire shining in the sky did for the Magi so many
years ago.

And to follow the star (word) wherever it went ...

Donna Frischknecht Jackson is editor of Presbyterians Today. Her 2020 word was “perseverance.” Enough

said.
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On the Sunday we celebrate Epiphany at the church I serve, it has become a tradition to pass out “star words.” Perhaps you've heard of them. This

practice of passing out star words has grown in popularity recently. On the day that we remember the star that led the magi to Jesus, we pass out

pieces of paper cut into star shapes with a printed word. I first heard of this practice from a fellow Presbyterian minister Marci Glass on her blog.

What I didn't realize three years ago when we first passed out these stars was the impact they would have on my life and my church.

My first star word was RESTRAINT. I wanted to throw it back. What was that supposed to mean? RESTRAINT made me think about being held
back or being bound. These words were supposed to be a gift, but this did not feel like one to me. And yet, over time the word continued to work
on my heart and mind. I started practicing RESTRAINT at church coffee hours by forgoing doughnuts. I used RESTRAINT to stop myself from
getting second helpings at potlucks. RESTRAINT gave me permission to look at how unhealthy I had become and do something about it. When I
began to see RESTRAINT as a gift instead of a curse, it freed me to change my eating habits without apology, to leave work eatlier to exercise and to

focus not just on my spiritual health but my physical health.

In my year of RESTRAINT I lost 90 pounds and, for the first time I could remember, achieved a healthy weight. ’'m not one for New Year’s
resolutions because — let’s be honest — they always seem to fail. Instead, these star words have become my practice for the New Year. Instead of
making a resolution that I'll feel guilty about a week later, I take a star word as a gift and keep my eyes open. The stars have allowed me to see God

in unexpected ways and places. They've been challenging, life-giving and transformative.

One woman in my congregation received the star word JOY last year. Her middle name is JOY. She admits, though, that she had lost her JOY,
forgotten how to live with JOY. The star word reminded her throughout the year about the gift of JOY in all circumstances of life; a JOY that comes
from the simple affirmation that we belong to God. Another member received COURAGE. She was in the midst of cancer treatments when this

word was given to her. She took that paper star with her to every doctor appointment. She kept the word by her side as she entered hospice care and

as she passed from this life to the next.
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After worship this Epiphany Sunday, we had coffee hour. I stood in the corner and listened to some of the conversations. Almost every table was
talking about the star words — how their word influenced their previous year and what new word they had just received. I stood there and marveled

at God’s spirit working through paper stars. Like the magi, these star words allow us all to go home by another road, our eyes opened to God’s

presence in and around us.

And as for this year, my new word is PATIENCE. God only knows what’s in store for me with this one!

Editor’s note: You can find a star word list to get you started on the Reformed Worship website.

KRISTIN STROBLE

Kristin Stroble serves as the pastor of Heritage Presbyterian Church in Youngstown, Ohio. She enjoys coffee, books, running and

spending time outdoors.
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Guest commentary by Peggy Grant

A beautiful Christmas tradition at North Church is the giving and receiving of “star
words.” Star words come on Christmas ornaments distributed to our members during
Epiphany — the time when we remember the wise men who followed the star to
Bethlehem where they found Jesus. Each ornament carries one word that characterizes

the life of a Christian. Two years ago I received my first star. The word: “Compassion.”

I thought, “God wants me to become more compassionate.” I set about praying for
compassion with this in mind. I tried to “walk in the other person’s shoes” and often

felt that God had expanded my understanding of compassion as a result.

At some point during the year, though, I realized that something else was going on. B

Primarily, this happened through some tremendous examples of compassion that

people demonstrated toward me. One Sunday after worshipping here at North I was —
overcome with emotion and feelings of intense sorrow, grief and loss. I went to the

chapel, closed the door, and wept as I had never wept before. Once or twice the door opened but closed again very quickly.

After a long time, I regained enough composure to open the chapel door. And there was Cheryl, holding the flowers she had purchased for our
worship that day, in honor of her mother. She would have taken those blooms home to enjoy, but instead she handed them to me — sensing I needed
them more. I had done nothing to earn this gift of pure love. It was given in response to her deep understanding that I was in pain, and her desire to
relieve my suffering. Compassion is not just feeling sorry for someone, but feeling another’s sorrow on such a deep level that one is strongly

motivated to try to alleviate the other’s suffering. Cheryl gave me compassion along with the flowers that day.

Gradually I began to realize that Jesus was offering me compassion. As important as it was for me to learn compassion toward others, his intention
was to burn through the emotional barriers I had erected, over many years, by offering his compassionate love for me in my emotional distress. This
was not the gift I had wanted or prayed for. It was terrifying. I feared the churning waters deep inside my soul — deep waters of unresolved
emotional distress that threatened to pull me under if I actually faced and acknowledged them. I had feared them to the point that I had simply

decided they did not exist.

However, the floodgates had opened in the chapel that morning. I found it difficult to pray because I did not want to start crying like that again.
But I kept trying, and I remember one day in my quiet time — a day when things began to turn. I had no particular agenda that day other than
being in God’s presence. I found myself opening my hands and visualizing my heart in them. The inevitable tears became my prayers as I allowed
Jesus to pour light and love into my heart. It hurt and burned so deeply, and yet afterward felt so incredibly light and clean and joyful — experiencing

a joy unlike I had ever known before.

Some say that it is more blessed to give than to receive. That may be true. But I maintain that it is more difficult to receive than to give. In order to

receive Jesus's compassion, we must become vulnerable where we do not want to be vulnerable. We must admit our neediness and face our darkness.

For me, to receive Jesus’s love meant coming face to face with emotional turmoil that I feared more than bodily harm, and then trusting Jesus to
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When I picked my star word out of the basket this year, I gasped. What do you think it might have been? Compassion, yet again. Matthew 9:36
tells us that when Jesus saw the crowds, he had compassion for them, because the people were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd.
Jesus’s compassion compelled him to alleviate our suffering for all time through his own suffering, death, and resurrection. And he offers it to us in

our lives here and now, if we will receive it.

Jesus admonished his disciples, “The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few; therefore ask the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into his
harvest.” Will we go and share Jesus’s love because we have received the deep compassion that he has for us? We claim at North that we are “learning

to live the love of Christ.” Are we also humbling ourselves to receive his gift of compassion?

Sometimes it is more difficult to receive than to give. Let us receive the love that Jesus has for us so that we can give compassion to those whom Jesus
has sent to us in our life journeys. We follow him because he himself is our star, the Word made flesh, poured out for the forgiveness of our sins and

the healing of our souls.

There is a wonderful song called “Fill My Cup.” I invite you to cup your heart in your hands as you sing the refrain. Imagine Jesus pouring

compassion over your heart, and imagine your heart completely saturated with his healing love. Amen.

Peggy Grant is a member of North Presbyterian Church in Cincinnati, Ohio, where she is an elder and a
member of the worship planning team. Peggy is a professional oboist and enjoys sharing her gift with

other congregations as well as with her friends at North. She was the first editorial secretary for Weavings:
A Journal of the Christian Spiritual Life, published by The Upper Room, where she discovered the riches

of contemplative spiritual writers.
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