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So on Christmas I was given a book that many people—including many of you—have been telling 
me to read.  Since Noah and I enjoy hiking in the White Mountains, the book Following Atticus by 
Tom Ryan—a story of a man and his dog hiking all 48 of the 4,000’ mountains in New 
Hampshire—was one I had to check out, you said. 
 
While I’m not finished with the book yet, I can say that you were right—I have thoroughly enjoyed 
the read.  As such, I’d like to share a piece of it with you now.  This is from one of the early chapters 
when Tom, his dog Atticus, and his three brothers decide to venture up Mount Garfield—Tom’s 
first 4,000’ mountain experience: 
 
“Early the next morning, David, Eddie, Jeff, Atticus, and I left the safety of our cars and marched 
single file into the thick, dark woods.  The brisk, chilly morning gave way to a humid and hot day, 
and the air turned still and oppressive.  For the next three hours, we stumbled staggered, and swore 
our way up the back of the mountain.  There were no views, but there were plenty of other things to 
keep us occupied: mosquitoes, hearts pounding like never before, back pain that felt as if someone 
was punching me in the kidneys, and the occasional leg cramp.  Our clothes were soaked with sweat 
and stained with dried salt.  From time to time, we’d hold on to a tree for balance or to catch our 
breath.  We gulped water and Gatorade as if we were dying of thirst.  We were a pitiful group, 
looking like four middle-aged and out-of-shape men who didn’t belong in the woods.” 
 
Let me stop there for a moment.  Anyone who has hiked the Whites—whether you’re in shape or 
not—knows this feeling.  It’s not an easy journey and oftentimes—about halfway through—you 
wonder why you got yourself into it in the first place!  Kind of like running a marathon, or as I 
might imagine, childbirth. 
 
Anyway, Ryan continues his tale of that first trek, writing: 
 
“When at last we reached a sign that said we only had two-tenths of a mile to go, we took a break 
and then sputtered up a steep, craggy chute.  There was more sweating, swearing, and gasping for 
breath.  During that torturous last pitch, I thought for sure I was going to die of a heart attack.  The 
trail thankfully leveled out, and I staggered to an opening in the brush and put my hands on my 
knees to rest.  When I caught my breath and was able to look up, I saw Atticus with his back to me, 
staring off into the distance.  I followed his gaze and was immediately rendered speechless by the 
stunning serrated edge of the mountains of Franconia Ridge.  They looked so close that I felt I 
could reach right out and touch them.  My aches and pains, thirst and exhaustion evaporated, and 
my life changed in an instant . . . . We’d never seen anything as wild as the view we had off the edge 
of Garfield.”1 
 
I have to think that this is something like what the Magi’s journey to Bethlehem must have been like.  
Now I know what you’re thinking: No way, that was completely different!  But was it?  They didn’t 
have a miniature schnauzer, true, but they did have camels.  And they weren’t climbing a 4,000’ 

 
1 Tom Ryan, Following Atticus, (New York: HarperCollins, 2011), 48 & 50. 
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mountain; though Bethlehem does sit at 2,543’ above sea level—in the southern portion of the 
Judean Mountains—so you know there was some scrambling up those elevation gains as the Magi 
made that final push to the manger. 
 
In short, it wasn’t the romanticized and sanitized version of the story that we often envision when 
our kids walk down the aisle on Christmas Eve in bathrobes carrying old perfume containers.  That’s 
why I love T.S. Eliot’s poem The Journey of the Magi.  “A hard time we had of it,”2 says the voice in the 
poem.  And I have to believe the voice was right.  We don’t know where they were coming from, 
but if it was any distance—and most assume it was—then it couldn’t have been an easy journey. 
 
After all, they “were almost certainly not royalty”3; so they weren’t traveling in style.  These were 
astrologers, star gazers, people who were not Jewish but noticed something so significant that they 
had to travel on a long and demanding journey to pay this Jewish child homage. 
 
Now homage is a strange word, for which the Greek means: “the custom of prostrating oneself at 
the feet of a king.”4  In short, they had come to worship. 
 
But more significant than that, for me, is the simple fact that they made this journey at all—for as 
non-Jews this was quite a leap for them.  As such, listen to how one author describes their quest: 
 
“In order to truly follow the star, the wise men had to move beyond reason to intuition.  They had 
to move beyond science to faith—trusting the journey even though they did not know where they 
were going, trusting a wisdom beyond their own to take them where they needed to go.”5 
 
In short, they believed something extraordinary was happening.  And I imagine that when they 
reached the stable at the summit Ryan’s words about his trip up Mount Garfield could easily have 
been the Magi’s: “I knew the moment I looked from Atticus to the surrounding mountains that I’d 
never forget that day.  My life had changed . . . .Something was happening to the two of us in the 
mountains, and we were about to see the world in an entirely different way.”6 
 
Friends, can’t you imagine similar words coming out of the Magi’s mouth?  “As my camel and I 
reached the summit and looked into that Bethlehem stable—having followed the star the whole 
way—we knew something was happening and we were about to see the world in an entirely 
different way.” 
 
Now, this is where the story often ends—at least in the pageant version—but you know that it 
continues on.  The Magi are warned in a dream about not returning home the same way, and so they 
go home “by another road”—physically and metaphorically—having been so changed by what they 
experienced.   

 
2 T.S. Eliot, “The Journey of the Magi,” in The Complete Poems and Plays, 1909-1950, (New York: Harcourt Brace & 
Company, 1980), 68. 
3 Scott Hoezee, “Epiphany of the Lord, Years A, B, C,” in The Lectionary Commentary, The Third Readings: The Gospels, ed. 
Roger E. Van Harn (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 2001), 5. 
4 David L. Bartlett and Barbara Brown Taylor, eds., Feasting on the Word, Year A, Volume 1, Advent through Transfiguration 
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2010), 215. 
5 Cynthia A. Jarvis and E. Elizabeth Johnson, eds., Feasting on the Gospels, Matthew, Volume 1, Chapters 1-13, (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox, 2013), 16. 
6 Ryan, 50 & 52. 
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But how did they know what road to follow?  They’d never been to Bethlehem before—and this 
was a couple years before GPS and Google maps.  So how did they know? 
 
Well, I imagine the star that led them to that place also led them home that new way. 
 
Friends, you are now holding—or soon will be—a star in your hands with a word on it.  The idea is 
that that word is to be a guiding light for you—like the star was for the Magi—as you leave the 
manger and journey into the year ahead.  It’s something to follow, to strive for, to inspire you, to 
motivate you, to help you live your life in a new way in this New Year.  What you hold is your 
personal star to follow.  But this week I’ve been wondering what it would look like to have a star for 
us as a church.  What would our star say? 
 
Now I suppose I could have randomly pulled a star out of the basket and then contorted this 
sermon to fit whatever it said.  (As an aside, I actually did this and pulled out the word “worth” and 
decided that no sort of sermonic gymnastics would make that fit, so I just put it back in and decided 
to move on.  And if that’s the star you happened to get, well . . . . let me know how you make out 
with it!)  So instead of that—exercising the pastoral prerogative I have as your spiritual leader—I 
thought I would just choose a word for us.   
 
As such, my mind raced through a number of possibilities.  Maybe service as we look to help those 
in need.  Maybe community as we think of how we can reach beyond our doors.  Maybe justice as 
we discern how to best make this world more fair and equitable.  Maybe, maybe, maybe. 
 
But my mind kept coming back to one word: Faith. 
 
Now you may be thinking to yourself: “Seriously?  Faith?  Could you have picked a more non-
descript word?  And seriously, we’re a church, shouldn’t faith kind of be a given?” 
 
Maybe, but I’d like to challenge us to think a little differently about that word for a few moments.  
Marcus Borg, in his book Speaking Christian writes that the word faith has come to mean “belief in 
God or in the doctrines of a religion.”7  But he argues that the ancient meaning is actually something 
quite different. 
 
Faith, he argues, means “commitment, loyalty, allegiance, and attentiveness to the relationship”; it 
means “trust”—the opposite of which is “anxiety.”  “Deep faith,” he says, “liberates us from 
anxiety”; for “faith as faithfulness and trust eliminates that anxiety [which] frees us for 
transformation.”8 
 
Friends, it’s that understanding of faith that I believe should be our guiding light as we journey into 
this New Year ahead.  For there are some things that could cause us to be anxious.  We’re not quite 
where we need to be with our pledges to meet the budget yet.  We’ve had some staff transitions.  
We’re working through some new governance and leadership structures.  The town is changing.  
The world is changing.  Our country may even be on the brink of war.  Nothing is what it once was.  
And let’s be honest: we’re not all 100% on the same page as to where we think we should be headed. 

 
7 Marcus J. Borg, Speaking Christian (New York: HarperCollins, 2011), 120. 
8 Ibid., 121 & 122. 
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But leadership has committed, in the New Year, to undertaking a visioning process—something 
which will help us better understand who we are, where we are, what our strengths and weaknesses 
are, and who and what we are being called to be. 
 
And friends, allowing that process to play out will take some faith.  For we will discover that this is 
not the church of the 1970s—no church today is.  What it means to be the church is changing.  
What it means to be the church in Tolland is changing.  And what that means for us—our ministry, 
our structure, our programs—is unknown. 
 
And that could cause some anxiety, for sure.  That could cause us to worry that because the church 
is different than the one we grew up in that we’re failing or struggling.  But we’re not.  Trust me.  
Our ministry here is healthy and vibrant and vital.  We’ve been here for nearly 300 years—we’re not 
going anywhere anytime soon.  Yes, things will change.  Yes, ministry will look different.  Yes, 
worship will look different. 
 
But if we trust that God is with us in this process, and that God has something in store for us, and if 
we have the faith to allow it to unfold before us, I think our star will reveal a very bright and exciting 
path into this new decade and beyond.  For I firmly believe that God has something in store for 
us—and today is the first step on our journey to get there. 
 
For as Ryan notes about those hikes he took in the Whites: “Each trip to the mountains was a 
stepping-stone, a journey among journeys.”9 
 
Today, my friends, our journey commences anew—with each experience that awaits, a stepping-
stone to the next.  So let our journey begin; and let us trust that that star of faith will illuminate 
whatever God has yet in store.  Amen. 
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9 Ryan, 55. 


