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I came home from school frustrated. Why 
was it that I had to learn to spell numbers 
and then arrange those number-words in 
a certain order to represent the number  
itself? One hundred ninety-four! Six  
hundred thirty eight thousand! Wasn’t it 
enough to write the numerals down? Why 
did we need all those words, and why 
must they be spelled correctly?

My mother listened to my dismay, and 
then she patiently went to her desk. She 
dug back to the farthest corner 
of a drawer until she pulled out a 
book of old checks. She showed 
me how the written words for 
numbers are essential to the abil-
ity to write checks. So we began 
to practice on those old checks. 
She would put a number in that 
little rectangle on the right, and 
I would spell out the numbers across the 
line in the middle. I soon saw I had to  
adjust the size of my letters; that the 
word “and” stood for the decimal point; 
and that there was no room for error while 
writing with an ink pen. No use for a pencil 
here where any one could tamper with a 
check. No, I had to be sure enough of each 
spelling to write with a pen.

Think about the difference writing 
with a pen communicates rather than  
writing with a pencil. Signing a marriage 
license with a pencil doesn’t speak of the  
commitment that pen and ink do.

Signing at a house closing – pen or pencil?

Signing a driver’s license – pen or pencil?

. . . Tax returns . . . credit card purchases 

. . . voter registration . . . the will at your  
attorney’s office? The permanence that 
signing with a pen conjures up is the  
commitment I believe the wise men bring 
to the birth narrative.

They are, by far, the most exotic  
characters in the Christmas narratives. Our  
imaginations have a field day  
thinking about their long, elaborate 
robes, their crowns, camels for transport 
and of course, their curious gifts of gold,  
frankincense and myrrh. They bring three 
gifts but we shouldn’t be lulled into  
believing there were only three  
persons who came. Two wise ones, after all, 
could bring three gifts, as could fifteen or  
twenty.

I loved that our children’s Christmas  
pageant used creative license to have 
the wise ones bring toys and diapers to 
the manger. Garrison Keillor writes in Life 
Among the Lutherans (p. 56):

…of all the characters in the  
Christmas story, the wise men 
are probably not Jewish but  
Gentiles, and conceivable Lutheran. We 
think they may have been Lutherans  
because they brought gifts: gold,  
frankincense, and myrrh. Myrrh is a sort 
of casserole made from macaroni and  
hamburger –  you bring it in a covered 
dish. Thus the speculation that at least 
one of the wise men might have been 
[a Lutheran]. Maybe he was going to 
stop at the department store and get  
something expensive…but his wife, 
a wise woman, said, “Here, take this 
casserole. They’ll be hungry. And make 
sure you bring back the dish.”

This interpretation supports what was  
embroidered on a dish towel I once  
received: If it had been three wise  
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Dear Friends,
Thank you for wanting 

to read and study these 
thoughts more 

carefully. Please know 
that I do not take full 

credit for anything that 
may be contained within, 
because I may have read 

or heard something at 
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pilgrimage and do not 

remember its source and 
thus, cannot give the 

rightful author his/her 
credit. I pray that you 

will find inspiration and  
encouragement.

Sarah Shelton

Pen or Pencil?
Isaiah 60:1-6 | Ephesians 3:1-12 | Matthew 2:1-12

WHERE FAITH COMES TO LIFE

The permanence that signing 
with a pen conjures up is the 

commitment I believe the wise 
men bring to the birth  

narrative.



women, they would have arrived on time, helped  
deliver the baby, cleaned the stables, made a  
casserole and stopped to ask directions.

The truth is, they did stop to ask for directions. In big 
black ink the gospel writ-
er presents the story’s 
context as clearly belong-
ing to Herod. That fact 
is not written in pen or  
pencil. That fact is written in black sharp-
ie, which should illicit such a fearful  
response in us all that we resort to pencil, 
for our lives are unsure of how things might 
play out. The headline reads, “In the time of 
King Herod” and it is meant to warn us of the  
cutthroat politics that surrounded not just Jesus’ 
death, but his birth as well. Unfortunately, it is with 
Herod that the wise ones stop to ask for directions.

Scholars record that Herod was one of history’s “most 
hysterical megalomaniacs.” (John Buchanan, 1-8-12, “With 

 Faces Shining”) He was incredibly cruel, especially 
when it came to anyone or anything that acted as a  
perceived threat to his authority and position. 
For example, he executed his favorite wife, his  
brother-in-law, and three of his sons all because 
Herod believed they wanted his crown. Back in Rome, 
Caesar was said to have remarked that he would 
rather be Herod’s pig than his son.

Because these wise ones are searching for a new 
king, they logically go to the palace to find him.  
Little did they know that their inquiry would raise the  
national threat level to code red. Scripture puts it 
this way: the king was 
troubled and so all of 
Jerusalem was trou-
bled with him.

These wise ones are 
not really the kings 
of which we sing. 
They are priestly as-
trologers from the 
East. If that feels geographically vague to you, let 
me help. The East could be Iran or Iraq or Saudi  
Arabia, which is not exacting geography, but confirms 
that these visitors are not Jews. No, in fact they are  
Gentiles. To be exact, they are Arabs. It is stunning to  
conceive that among the first visitors to the baby  
Jesus are Arabic when the news of this day is  
often filled with images of Islamic extremists bombing 

churches in Egypt and Iraq and targeting Jews for acts 
of terrorism; where Jewish extremists bomb mosques 
and hurl rocks at Palestinian school children; and where 
American Islamophobia wreaks havoc in elections,  
local profiling and national security. (Buchanan)

Their presence in  
Bethlehem foreshadows 
the power that this baby 
will have to shatter all the  

deeply engrained boundaries, because what unfolds in 
the gospels is that all the outsiders, the marginalized, 
the poor; the sinners and the unclean; the tax collectors,  
prostitutes and lepers; women and children;  
foreigners and Roman centurions will be welcomed in 
his presence and at his table. (Buchanan) These Arabic 
wise ones are present at the very beginning to push  
existing boundaries and their corresponding  
emotional buttons.

Their gifts speak to being familiar with wealth 
and royalty. Kings and persons of influence were 
known to consult with astrologers who studied and  
recorded the movements of stars. It was widely  
believed that they had secret knowledge based on their  
scholarship. So maybe this is the most amazing part 
of their story: these learned astrologers had but one 
star on which to justify their long journey. Soren  
Kierkegaard notes that to follow only the light of 
a star is about the same as saying that they are  
motivated by a rumor. (Matthew Helms, “Catch and Reflect,” 1-8-

12, Fourth Presbyterian Church)

If it were me, I think that I would follow a rumor 
only if I could write my commitment to it in pencil. 

I doubt I would leave my family 
or home. I doubt I would risk my  
reputation. I doubt I would trek 
half-way around the world to 
investigate. No, I think I would 
make a footnote in the margins of 
my astrological charts in pencil, 
so that it could be corrected later 
when I am proven wrong.

But that is not what we see these characters do. 
With commitment, with dogged determination,  
devotedly, in ink, the magi move towards the star  
until they arrive at a stable in Bethlehem. The  
scripture says they were exceedingly joyful. And 
when they saw the baby, they fell on their knees and 
worshipped him. Their presence contrasts with the 
response of the chief priests and scribes in Herod’s 

The king was troubled and so all of 
Jerusalem was troubled with him.

These Arabic wise ones are 
present at the very beginning 
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court. Herod consults them and we discover that 
they know all about where Jesus would be born, but 
they do not make any movement to go there. Instead, 
it is strangers, Arabs, Gentiles, who risk everything 
as they are drawn by the Light to Jesus’ cradle. They 
are “all in” from the beginning. They have signed their 
names in ink in order to come and worship Jesus.  
After leaving their gifts, they go home by a different 
way.

Today, three individuals are to be ordained as  
deacons, and we affirm a whole host of already  
ordained deacons. Like the wise ones of old, their 
commitment to worship the Lord is so filled with joy 
that they have signed their names in ink:

+  To assist the ministerial staff;
+  To consistently and regularly care for members 
in times of crisis and distress;
+  To promote a spirit of cooperation among the 
membership to such a degree as to take the initia-
tive to have conversations 
with individuals whose con-
duct threatens the church.

They are serving during the 
days of Herod the Great, and 
yet, they are willing to take 
the risk to bring the Light of a 
star into the world so that we 
may reach beyond established 
boundaries to receive others in 
love and with mercy. 

If you would like to impart a blessing, Julie Burge, 
Laura King, and Don Peppenhorst will be here at the 
front. We invite you to first receive communion with 
one of the ministers who will be standing across the 
back of the sanctuary and then come forward to bless 
Julie, Laura and Don. Through the act of communion, 
we are reminded that Jesus has paid our debt in full 
by signing a commitment with neither pen nor pencil, 
but with his blood.

As the days of Christmas were being counted down, 
our goddaughter found that she could not contain 
all the excitement and stimulation. She began to act 
out. A letter from her teacher was sent home and 
Caroline got into a ruckus with her siblings. It became 
so bad that her Christmas elf returned to the North 
Pole leaving a note behind that said “there was no 
Christmas magic in Caroline’s heart.” She went to bed 
sobbing, “I have done it now, I am on the naughty 

list!”

Her mother developed a chart of all the good  
behaviors of which she knew Caroline was capable. 
They talked through it, and Caroline would receive a 
sticker for every good behavior that she exhibited. 
And if she collected so many stickers, then she could 
choose a reward. Well, Caroline rose to the occasion. 
Her behavior improved, apologies were made and so 
many stickers collected on her chart that she got to 
choose a reward. When her mother asked her what 
she wanted, her bottom lip began to tremble and she 
squeaked out, “I think I need a devotional book!”

As we go into the New Year, I wish I had a 
devotional book to give you with neat answers and 
a reward system with a list of dos and don’ts. The 
best I have to offer you is the example of the wise 
ones, following the Light of God’s amazing gift to 
us in Jesus Christ. This new year, err on the side of  
committing yourself to the good news of the  

gospel that we are loved 
and charged to love one  
another; being kind and  
tenderhearted, forgiving. 
And if you will, you too will  
experience exceeding joy in  
finding the babe wrapped in 
swaddling clothes lying in a 
manger. Will you commit to 
that? If so, sign your name on 
the dotted line in ink: make 
the decision to follow Christ,  

become a member of this church or give yourself over to a  
Christian vocation.

Through the act of  
communion, we are  

reminded that Jesus has 
paid our debt in full by 

signing a commitment with 
neither pen nor pencil, but 

with his blood.
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