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Good morning, church! Thank you so much for welcoming me to lead worship today, 
and to Pastor Leslie for inviting me! This New Year’s time is one of my favorite 
Sundays of the year – a cozy time to sing and reflect together, and I am grateful to 
spend it with you. 

I’m going to begin today with a deep question. Have you ever subscribed to an 
online tv streaming service just because there is one particular show you want 
to watch?  

I have. 

When I heard about The Big Door Prize on Apple TV I just had to see it. Here’s the 
premise – in a small grocery store, in a small town, a group of ordinary people’s 
lives are turned upside down by the sudden appearance of a glowing arcade 
game that promises to offer the players meaning in life. The Morpho holds one 
person at a time in its blue aura and pops out a little card with one word on it – said 
to be the person’s potential. Inevitably, after lining up to get their cards, nearly 
everyone in town is hurled into a journey of self-discovery. Marriages are called into 
question. Careers quickly abandoned. Parent-child relationships tested – almost 
entirely because the adults are acting so erratically. Mid-life crises and much 
character development ensue. The show is often funny – what does a card mean 
that says “Whistler?” or “Royalty?” And if the Whistler and Royalty are married to 
each other, how will they avoid holding the other back from their potential? 
Existential questions nobody asked for. And no answers… the show was canceled 
after a shocking cliff hanger at the conclusion of season 2. 

But maybe it’s best, after all, that we are challenged to confront such questions 
for ourselves. How do we discern a truth as important as our potential, from 
amidst a thousand distractions aimed our way? And whom do we allow to 
determine it for us? 
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Aside from a compelling subplot involving the town’s priest whose little blue card 
reads “father,” The Big Door Prize doesn’t attempt to answer these questions 
theologically. But Matthew’s gospel certainly does.  

 

Though the pageants and carols depict a tableau of wise men and shepherds 
crowded around the baby in a manger, that’s a mash-up of Matthew and Luke. 
Matthew’s story is worth hearing on its own, and the passage we heard today 
happened long after the birth – scholars think maybe Jesus is about 2 years old. 
While Matthew begins with the long genealogy establishing Jesus’ place in the family 
tree of the great ancestors Abraham and David, it’s also a tale of the heroism of 
everyday people. Echoing the story from Exodus, of Moses being hidden, rescued 
and cared for by people along his vulnerable infant journey, the first chapters of 
Matthew reveal lives interrupted by dreams, angels, prophecies, astrology. Every 
character along the way has an essential role to play in Jesus coming into the world 
and surviving to adulthood.  

Listening and following the RIGHT message propels the story forward – for Mary 
and Joseph, it’s the story of creating family; for the Magi, embarking on the voyage to 
meet a great leader, yet a baby, following a new star to his hometown; and, after this 
encounter, Joseph setting out to bring the family to Egypt, to seek asylum from King 
Herod’s rage toward the Jewish babies of Jesus’ generation.  

So how do we know when a message is of God, and worthy of our attention? 
What’s the difference between following God and pulling the lever on a fortune-
telling machine of mysterious origins? Or – as maybe we’re more likely to 
encounter – the zillions of messages whizzing past us every day in every form of 
media, vying for our attention and telling us at-best-partial-truths about what is 
happening around us and what we can do about it. What is that star we might follow 
to get closer to Jesus and the life that could be ours?  

I wish we could ask these brave people – Mary, Joseph, the Magi – where they 
find this clarity – for they lived in a time when the virtues of bravery and clarity were 
indeed called for and we need their example now.  

Nothing about these angelic messages was convenient, or going to win them favor 
with the powerful people of their day. The messages communicate something that 
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might seem unbelievable, counter to what the world is saying, and certainly far from 
what the King wants everyone to think. But the mystical experiences we read 
about here are interruptions which can’t be ignored, bringing people in touch 
with a great purpose they didn’t know they were capable of. To hear that 
message and step up to the part each of us is needed for in this story, it must begin 
with paying attention. 

 

A writer and organizer I admire, adrienne maree brown, wrote in 2017 that 
“attention is one of our most valuable resources… To be able to pick your 
attention up from the main stream of crisis and commercials and to put your 
attention where you want and need it, is something i’m starting to think of as 
attention liberation. 

 

…there are many forces who benefit from keeping our attention on a reactive string, 
puppeting us through fairly predictable responses that usually don’t change 
underlying conditions or power dynamics. we listen to stories that leave us feeling 
furious and helpless, and we get engaged in our prescribed response… – until the 
next time our attention is directed, to the next scandal or controversy… 

but we can train our attention, train ourselves to pick our attention up and place it 
where we want it, where we need it to be.”i 

 

Such wise words. Brown continues to encourage the reader toward practices that 
train us to be more intentional with our attention. Listening. Noticing. Stilling the 
many voices so we can hear the important ones.  

Where might you encounter the messages worth listening to this year?  

Perhaps a difficult night of sleep brings a dream that has to be wrestled with until 
you find resolution.  

Or an insight becomes clearer to you in the haze between midnight feedings of a 
newborn. 

Or in the middle of a snowstorm, you are forced to change plans. 
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Or you find yourself so deeply conflicted by a decree from the government that you 
feel tested to resist, in some meaningful way, big or small. 

 

In our service today, I’m going to share with you a spiritual practice that is 
relatively new to me. The first time I tried it was exactly one year ago, here at your 
church! – I reached into a basket and pulled out a little blue card with one word on it. 
My “star word” for 2025. I won’t tell you what it was, because you are about to 
receive your own! And I won’t claim it contains all the answers to life’s questions! 
But I will say that I have kept mine on an antique blue glass plate, next to a candle 
and a small plant, the whole year long. Many a time in the middle of a hectic day, 
I’ve noticed it waiting there, and trained my attention back to what is important, 
filtering out the many distractions.  

 

This year, anything could happen! And that’s actually good news – the future may 
not yet be fully written, but those who have cultivated the spiritual practice – the 
survival skill – of paying attention may find purpose and direction that benefits not 
only themselves but their community. Listening and considering prayerfully whom 
and when to follow, you too might be part of moving a great story forward, helping to 
bring new life into a world that is longing for it.  

The message does not always come in the moment we ask for it, and it can be hard 
to understand or accept. But time and time again, the Spirit finds ways to show 
up, interrupting the lives of ordinary people with extraordinary grace.  

 

Maybe this star word will help you train your attention. Maybe one day, you will be 
moved to look up! And your life will be interrupted by the most beautiful light in the 
sky. And you will just know.  

 

 

 

 
i  brownhttps://adriennemareebrown.net/2017/10/28/attention-liberation-attention-reparations/ 
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