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If you were to choose a word to de-
scribe 2019, what would it be? 

Even though 2019 hasn’t started,
many of us are already
used to looking ahead at
this time of year.

Gym membership dis-
counts, diet plans, New
Year’s resolutions:
There’s an assumption
that it’s valuable to make

choices about a new year before it’s
even begun.

Committing to a new practice like go-
ing to the gym or eating healthier meals
can focus us on specific actions that
we’ll make a point to do again and again,
and I agree that goals with that level of
specificity can be valuable. However,
choosing a word to describe the kind of
year that we envision finding or that we
hope to contribute to is a slightly differ-
ent thing. 

There are stories of ancient people
going out in search of wise women and
men who’d made their homes in the
desert. Because these desert dwellers
had exchanged their complicated urban
days for simpler desert lives, it was as-
sumed that they’d drawn closer to the
divine. Visitors came seeking that des-
ert wisdom, sometimes asking to be giv-
en “a word.” These visitors wanted
something to take away with them,
something they could go home and
think about, pray about, or sit with for
weeks, months, even years to come.

Odd as it may sound to sit with the
same word for an entire year, I decided
last year to give it try. I didn’t visit any
deserts in search of that word, but I did
seek some of the wise people who came
to my mind.

I visited Martin Luther King Jr. in his
“Letter from Birmingham Jail.” I spent
time with Mary Oliver and Rumi
through pages of their poetry. I read
Scripture, too – sometimes among old,
familiar pages, a word will jump out at
me in entirely unexpected ways. 

There are words that can comfort and
those that can unsettle. I’ve found that a
single word can raise all kinds of ques-
tions, and words carried around over
time can disappear and reappear again
at the oddest moments. 

Think, for instance, about the word
“Beloved.” Martin Luther King Jr. de-
scribes the kind of society he worked for
as the “Beloved Community.” I wonder
what it would do to my shopping, giv-
ing, voting, volunteering, planning, pro-
ducing, keeping quiet, or speaking up if
every person and every group of people I

encountered brought with them the
echo of the word “Beloved.” 

It’s true that a word like this may not
have specific actions associated with it.
There may not be any clear way of
knowing how to let this word guide our
choices or how to measure the extent to
which we actually live with this word
over the course of a year. To friends who
prioritize clear goals, actionable steps
and measurable outcomes, choosing a
word for the year may seem ridiculous.
There are many approaches to life,
though, and choosing a word to guide
our thinking or to evaluate our decision-
making may have its own kind of 
value. 

As you may have guessed, I’ve been
looking for another word as 2019 ap-
proaches.

Is there a word you might consider
taking as your companion in the year
ahead?

Callie J. Smith is ordained in the
Christian Church (Disciples of Christ).
She blogs at calliejsmith.wordpress.
com.
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going to the gym or eating healthier
meals can focus us on specific actions
that we’ll make a point to do again and
again, and I agree that goals with that
level of specificity can be valuable.
However, choosing a word to describe
the kind of year that we envision
finding or that we hope to contribute
to is a slightly different thing. 

All around us we see the trimming
and tastes of Christmas being packed

up and stored away for
another year.

This week, everything
will return to normal.

Yet in the Christian
Church calendar, Christ-
mas is not over; it con-
tinues for 12 days, until

Epiphany on Jan. 6. Epiphany is one of
the oldest Christian feasts, and tradi-

tionally commemorates the visit of the
Magi. 

It seems the story of angels and
shepherds and a baby in a manger over-
shadows the story of astrologers from
the East seeing a star, traveling to Her-
od, being recruited as spies, finding the
child, and, finally, evading Herod and
his threats. Maybe that is because this
story is about enormous risk.

The star the Magi follow is a threat to
the political power of the day. King Her-
od hears of a newborn king, a king that
offers hope and promise to people, all
people, not simply certain people. This
king promises to serve all and that

frightens Herod to the point of murder.
And then the horrible stuff happens.

Joseph is warned in a dream that Herod
is going to try to kill Jesus and is in-
structed to take his family to Egypt to
escape the danger. So, soon after wel-
coming the strangers to their home, Je-
sus and his family become the strangers
in someone else’s home, they become
refugees in Egypt. 

In a foreign land, far from home, Je-
sus, Mary and Joseph find a place to
live, a way to support themselves and a
place to worship.

Jesus was a refugee. This story about
Jesus shows us that while there are po-

litical, financial and logistical reasons to
build walls, set boundaries or reject ref-
ugees, there are no theological ones.

It may be inconvenient, uncomfort-
able, frightening and extremely hard,
but Jesus wants us to care for these peo-
ple: the poor, homeless, sick, persecut-
ed, downtrodden and oppressed. To
welcome Christ through selfless sacri-
fice, hospitality, and love is not easy,
there are no simple solutions. 

We don’t tell this story often because
to search for that star can be risky. It is
even riskier to find it.

Teri Thomas is the senior pastor at
Northminster Presbyterian Church.
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