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By Another Way 
 
Let us pray… 
 
323 years ago Polaris sent out a beam of light.  It got here last night.  Polaris, also known 
as the North Star, is 323 light years away from earth.  That means that the light from 
Polaris that we see in the night sky is 323 years old, a beam sent out 323 years ago.  That 
would have been 1693.  The Salem witch trials were in full force.  Chocolate was 
considered a luxury for the rich in Europe.  Surgery was done without anesthesia.  A lot 
can happen in 323 years.  A lot can change. 
 
If the North Star had wanted to give earthlings some guidance 323 years ago, it might 
have given us a head’s up about things like oxygen, (discovered in 1774), the sinking of 
the Titanic, and the polio vaccine.  But since such a light-borne message would only have 
arrived last night, it all would have been too late.  And if just yesterday Polaris had some 
brainstorm about how we could stop racism, climate change and reality TV, that advice will 
also come far too late to help us.  We can only imagine the challenges of a society 323 
years from now, in the year 2339. 
 
Thankfully, this is not the kind of guidance we talk about getting from the North Star.  
People use Polaris to help them find north, so they can orient themselves in the world.  
Polaris, our sky’s 50th brightest star, is located very close to the North Pole, and is the 
point around which the entire northern sky appears to turn.  If you face Polaris and stretch 
your arms sideways, your right hand points east, your left hand points west.  And so long 
before GPS this North Star helped travelers sail seas and cross deserts without getting 
lost. 
 
Last fall, your Council – the lay leaders responsible for policy and vision at UCCB – were 
inspired to take that North Star as a symbol for a visioning process.  Council started talking 
about visioning when they realized everything at UCCB is pretty good.  No emergencies – 
no new pastor to hire, no new tenant to find, no new bylaws to create, no huge budget 
deficit to address.  And Council knew that that was bad news.  Without a sense of urgency, 
we might just coast along.  Instead, we needed to be intentional, reflective, discerning 
about what God is calling us to be.  And that’s when we started having conversations 
about a North Star Vision.  The North Star has nice symbolism for us:  a guiding light, 
something to help us find our way.  Plus the scriptural references, like in this morning’s 
reading. 
 
It probably wasn’t Polaris that some Zoroastrians – or “wise men” – were following around 
the time Jesus of Nazareth was born.  The most likely theory is that, in 7 C.E., Jupiter, 
Mars and Saturn came together in a very rare conjunction, a phenomenon that wouldn’t be 
as bright as a comet, but would catch the attention of a regular star-watcher.  So it was a 
planetary constellation, not a star, that the Magi followed.  No matter, they followed a 
heavenly light, which led them to a child.  The magi found themselves filled with joy, gave 
the child gifts, and then prepared to head home.  But according to scripture, one or all of 
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the Wise Ones had a dream.  And the dream warned them that they couldn’t go home the 
same way they arrived; if they did, the implication is that Herod would harm them.  So they 
had to go home “by another way”. 
 
That, to me, sounds like a description of the journey the church is on:  “by another way”.  I 
can hear that phrase a few different ways.   
 
First, “another way” for the church.  The 1950s were the heyday of the American Christian 
church.  It grew and it grew and it grew; each town supporting multiple churches, each 
church supporting great big buildings, each building filled to overflowing with programs.  
When that all started to fade away in the 1970s, the church responded by trying harder:  
start another new church, update the buildings, try different programs.  When that didn’t 
work, the church focused on preserving what remained:  keep your own church open no 
matter what, sacrifice whatever it takes to keep the building, and endlessly recruit burnt-out 
leaders for programs.  That’s what we know, that’s what we do, that’s “church”. 
 
But recently, “another way” is appearing.  What if we let go of the old path, the old journey, 
the old way.  What if we look at the world we live in today, and figure out what it needs 
“church” to be, rather than trying to force an outdated mode of “church” on it.  Some 
churches have said, “Our community needs Dinner Church, a weekly evening meal that we 
grow and make and eat together.”  Other churches have said, “Our community needs 
Outdoor Church, for people who are experiencing homelessness including those who are 
uncomfortable indoors.”  Still others have said, “Our community needs House Church, 
where we focus on small groups, meeting in homes, discussing our faith and lives.”  All 
different “ways” of “being” church, depending on the gifts, the need, the passion of those 
gathered and the context in which they find themselves. 
 
That’s the same kind of creativity and curiosity I’m witnessing here at UCCB:  what does 
our community need, what is God calling us to do for and with that community, and what 
infrastructure do we need to make that happen?  The answers aren’t clear yet, but that’s 
okay.  One of the things with traveling “by another way” is you can only take one step at a 
time; the route isn’t familiar and well-worn, so you’re discovering it – or making it up – as 
you go along.  That takes patience and hope and momentum and investment.  Those are 
gifts this community possesses.  We’ve got what it takes to go “by another way”. 
 
I hear another aspect of that phrase; “another way” for each of us.  The world entices us to 
travel a particular “way”.  It’s the way of “What’s in this for me?”  The way of “Get as much 
as you can.”  The way of “Look out for number one.”  In the Beloved Community, we’re 
invited to look out for each other, share what we have, and make sure all are welcome.  
We travel this way when we give 1% of our income to the church even though we could 
come here for free.  “Another way” happens when we could sleep in but we come to 
worship so we can add our heart to prayer.  We follow the way when we make decisions 
as a congregation not for our own benefit but for those outside these walls.  This is radical.  
This is counter-cultural.  This is transformative.  Any one of us living with compassion and 
generosity is very powerful.  But when we do that collectively, the impact is exponential. 
 
This is what it means to be Easter people, by the way.  After Jesus’ death, after his 
followers started experiencing him in a new way, they went through a huge change.  They 
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started worshipping in houses, sharing meals together, sharing with each other the stories 
of Jesus’ ministry.  We can’t imagine how hard and scary and challenging that must have 
been, as they had to find “another way” to be a community of faith.  But it’s because they 
risked and changed and grew that we are here today. 
 
So, you might be thinking, “Thanks, Cindy, this is great.  I’ll be back in a year.”  Maybe 
you’d kind of like to sleep through all the surveys and conversations and brainstorming and 
prioritizing and just wake up when the plans are clear and we’re well on our way.  Who 
wants to stand underneath the night sky and debate with a group of people which star 
actually is the North Star, so we know we’re pointed in the right direction?  Sounds chaotic 
and messy and challenging.  But that’s the cool thing.  I believe being present to and 
participating in this process is truly beneficial for us as individuals.   
 
It’s like the story about the roast; you’ve probably heard one version or another.  The dad 
is teaching his daughter to make his famous pork roast.  He cuts off the end, like he 
always does.  The daughter asks why, he says, “That’s the way my dad always did it.”  The 
girl calls up grandpa, who says that’s the way he learned it from his mother.  A call to 
great-grandma follows, and she happily tells her great-granddaughter why she always cut 
off the end of the pork roast:  it was the only way it would fit in the pan.  For three 
generations, people have been cutting off perfectly good parts of pork roast, because of a 
pan that was thrown out long ago.  But if the girl hadn’t asked, nobody would have known.  
Everybody just kept doing what they knew, because that’s life.  But the process of 
reflection, discussion and discernment can breathe new spirit into any and every aspect of 
that life.   
 
So my hope is that by joining in on discussions about what the church is called to do and 
be, we might also be drawn into reflections about what we, each of us, are called to do and 
be.  As we wrestle with what our community needs, we’ll think about not only what our 
church can do, but what we can do.  When we join together in lifting up all the gifts and 
strengths of our congregation, we’ll be reminded of our own gifts and strengths.  As we 
experience exercises and practices for discerning next steps for UCCB, we can use those 
same exercises and practices in our own lives.  Come to dream the future of your church, 
and find your own dream as well. 
 
Because the “other way” is full of life.  If the Magi had gone back “the same way” they 
came, Herod probably would have imprisoned or killed them.  We’ve all walked those 
ways, the way of oppression and addiction and guilt and abuse.  Those “same old ways” 
are familiar, that’s for sure.  But like a solitary confinement cell is familiar.  The “other way” 
might be scary and new, and there might be dangers ahead, but if “the same old way” 
leads to actual or metaphorical death, the “other way” is worth a shot. 
 
Maybe, in fact, that’s the whole reason we participate in a community of faith:  to practice 
traveling “the other way”.  The way full of life.  The way of love and justice and hope.  The 
way God calls us to travel.  Here we can risk trying new things, making ourselves 
vulnerable, telling our stories.  We can support each other through unfamiliar places.  We 
can mentor each other in our search for new paths.  This congregation’s discernment 
about “another way” reminds each of us to look for our life-filled “other way”, and then, 
together, we practice moving in that direction. 
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We do, actually, have some specifics about this “other way” we’re on as a church.  If 
you’ve had a chance to take the survey or participate in the Cottage Meetings, you know 
we are focusing on “welcome” and “hospitality”.  These are good words because they are 
terms folks already associate with this church; I’ve mentioned before that my mom says 
this is the “most welcoming” church I’ve ever pastored at.  And those words have some 
specificity but are still broad enough to encourage creativity:  “welcoming” can relate to our 
front entrance or our Open and Affirming status; “hospitality” can cover coffee hour or our 
sponsorship of a refugee from Syria.  Plus they are spiritual concepts:  Jesus was always 
welcoming those at the margins, and hospitality was one of the highest values in the 
dangerous desert of the Hebrew Scriptures. 
 
At this point I don’t want to put too much of my own perspective in the mix, but I want to 
share two observations.  First, “welcoming” and “hospitality” are not about welcoming 
people into membership in this community, and the hospitality we provide to active 
participants.  Or, at least, that’s definitely not all they are.  The North Star Vision process is 
not about how we can grow the church’s membership or budget or list of volunteers.  
Instead, this is about how we can grow our ministry – God’s ministry – in the world.  So the 
“welcome” we’ll provide won’t just start at the threshold of the church building.  And the 
“hospitality” won’t necessarily be to people looking for a church home.  Will we – we 
“insiders” – will we benefit from this vision?  We sure will.  But it’s not about us. 
 
Second, there are probably some hard times ahead.  Growth brings loss.  Traveling “by 
another way” means we miss the familiar scenery we love, that restaurant we always like 
to stop at, the instinctual sense we have of how much of the journey is left.  Traveling “by 
another way” can be tiring and stressful.  We won’t all agree, all the time, about which 
“other way” we should take.  We’ve already got so many ideas and plans and dreams.  
The truth of the matter is, we can’t do them all.  We’re going to have to let some of them 
go, and that’s hard too.  I honestly have no idea what’s ahead.  But I do know that if we 
listen to each other, respect each other’s perspectives, keep our hearts open, and 
consistently seek to ground our work in God’s call, this “way” will be full of joy and 
adventure and love. 
 
Remember that Jesus’ followers called his movement “The Way”.  So when the Magi went 
home “by another way”, maybe it wasn’t just because of scary dreams they’d had about 
Herod.  Maybe they’d also had wonderful dreams, about a beautiful city just over the next 
mountain, if they were willing to go.  Maybe they felt an inexplicable pull to go somewhere 
they’d never been before.  Or maybe it was something they felt, in young Jesus’ presence.  
Maybe they, like so many to come, were changed by their encounter with the presence of 
God that shone out of Jesus. 
 
So as we travel “another way” we might be traveling a “way” that’s new for us.  But it is not 
new for God.  The path of creativity, the path of justice, the path of compassion – that is a 
path with which God is very familiar.  Indeed, we might say it is the way God personally 
designed.  So as we set out – as individuals, and as a community – as we worry about 
where “another way” will take us, what we’ll find on that way, how we’ll be challenged, 
what difficulties lie ahead, may we also remember the One who travels with us, who has 
gone before us, and who calls us on.  Amen. 
 


