
We have before us this morning two stories of the final judgment, of the 

apocalypse, of God’s complete revelation to humanity. Two stories of the Lord 

coming to the people, and setting all things right. Two stories of earth and heaven 

uniting, of the Lord on his throne, in judgment and in righteousness, embracing the 

blessed and casting the accursed into eternal fire. And we have one that tells us to 

“eat, drink, and be merry.” Which feels similar to everything I read and heard and 

saw in 2016, so perhaps it’s the perfect way to begin 2017. 

The New Year doesn’t really have much theological significance, at least 

not for us as Christians. Liturgically, we celebrate the beginning of the year with 

Advent. At First Congregational, our program year starts in September, and our 

committees, boards and officers are voted on in April. There are times at which I 

believe that the Church’s – that’s the big C church, which is the whole body of 

believers in every place – year should start on Pentecost, which is the Church’s 

birthday, but often it comes around or after Memorial Day, which means that it’s 

really the end of the year. Perhaps the closest two things we have, as Christians, to 

counting down those final minutes and seconds of the year are when we gather in 

the night, often in darkness, on Christmas Eve and Holy Week. 

We celebrate that first with unbounded joy, as we did only a week ago. We 

sing Silent Night, a song that is quiet, slow and low, but that speaks of heavenly 

peace, of hope and joy, of Christ the savior, just born. It is a lullaby, sung to a 

child born ages ago, to comfort and calm him, even as we have been comforted 

and calmed by that child – by the man that child would become – so many times. 



All these people singing to that child, to give that child the peace that we 

experience because of him, is a beautiful image. But it’s not exactly Times Square 

or Dick Clark’s Rocking New Year’s Eve. Even in our celebration of the 

incarnation, of the moment at which the separation between heaven and earth was 

pierced by God’s love, we sing tenderly to a small child, asking him to sleep just a 

little bit longer, because he’ll need the rest. 

And in Holy Week, we do not gather so much in hope and joy, though we 

know it is coming. We gather in dread and in fear. We gather in sadness and 

penitence. We contemplate death, destruction, and sin. On Maundy Thursday, on 

Holy Thursday, we remember the betrayal of God by his own friend. We 

remember how willingly Jesus went to his death, and just how willingly he was 

given over to death by those around him. We remember that neither religious 

authorities nor political power saw his authority or power, or if they did, that they 

preferred to keep their own at his expense. And, yes, as the sun rises on Easter 

morning, we do shout Alleluia He is Risen, and we do have joy. But it is that joy 

that comes in the morning, after a night of sorrow.  

I don’t suggest that we put a clock over the cross on Easter morning and 

count it down together. I don’t think we should have a ball drop, or a fireworks 

display, or even those little paper horns that break by 12:04 – although those 

would make for a fun response to He is Risen, or good accompaniment to Christ 

the Lord is Risen Today.  



Perhaps we don’t need a new year to celebrate, a way to turn the page on 

what has come before, and move on to what is coming now. Maybe we don’t need 

a way to signal that we’re leaving the old behind and embracing the new. Maybe 

all these resolutions and promises that we make to our selves and one another on 

New Year’s are just a way of telling ourselves that even in the midst of our 

imperfections and our failures, we still have hope that we can be a better person, a 

better father, mother, sister, brother, son, daughter, wife, husband, a better 

Christian, a better disciple, just better, and that we still have time for that, that 

there is a time for that. 

But, to me, that all sounds like confession and repentance. It sounds like the 

things we do in our prayers and in our worship. It sounds like the way in which we 

dedicate and rededicate ourselves to our relationships – to God, to our families, to 

our community and our world – each time we reflect on our faith and give thanks 

for our blessings, and find that we are indeed – in the lyrics of the old hymn – 

weighed in the balance and found wanting. There is, indeed, a time for that. And 

there is still time for that. But it doesn’t come at midnight on December 31st, not 

only then. It doesn’t come as we sweetly sing our lullaby to the infant Christ, not 

only then. It doesn’t come as we shout Alleluia He is Risen, not only then. 

The time is now, and it is always now. The time to turn ourselves away 

from the things of this world and toward God is now, and always now. The time to 

search within ourselves and find our true center and our true calling is now, and 



always now. The time to feel the Holy Spirit working on our hearts and see the 

presence of Christ in our world is now, and always now.  

Ecclesiastes, that great teacher who tells us that so much of our existence is 

vanity, is vapor, is ephemeral and transient, also reminds us that not everything is 

perishing and perishable. God has given us that sense of past and future, which can 

paralyze us with anxiety or embolden us with hope. God has given us the sense of 

past and future, through which we can move from what has been to what might be. 

God has given us the sense of past and future, and we live in that moment that lies 

between the two now, and always now. 

There is a time for everything, and there is still time for everything. In this 

time, as we stand between two years, we look back and take stock of the blessings 

we have received and the joys we have experienced, and we hold them with the 

stumbling blocks and our pains and sorrows. We hold them in our hearts and in 

our minds, but we cannot hold on to them because they will weigh us down, they 

will make us heavier and slow us down. So we give them up, both joy and sorrow, 

knowing that their time is past, and there will be new joys and new sorrows for us.  

And we look forward, into an uncertain and often frightening world. We 

look out into what is to come and we may see our worst fears and greatest terrors. 

We look out and we see the world heaving. We see the hungry and the thirsty, the 

stranger and the naked, the sick and the imprisoned. We see whole communities 

ravaged by war and violence, by poverty and neglect, by injustice and oppression. 

And our fear can blossom into rage or despondence.  



Yet, it is into that heaving world, into that distress and into that pain that we 

are called. It is into the fields of injustice and the streets of violence that we are 

called to walk and to work, in witness to justice and peace. It is into the poor 

places and the dark places and the places that so many have forgotten about, in 

which so many feel as if they have been forgotten, that we are called to bring hope 

and light. It is into the hearts of the oppressed and the oppressor that we are called 

to enter, to comfort and to convict.  

And we are called to work on our own hearts, to turn them toward God and 

one another, to every other, to turn them to love of God and one another, and 

every other. We are called to constantly convert and convict ourselves, ministering 

to our own souls so that we become not only hearers of God’s Word, but doers of 

God’s will. We are called to walk in love as Christ loved us, who in his love gave 

himself up in obedience to God and solidarity with God’s children. 

We know the work is hard, both the work on our own souls and in our own 

hearts, and in this broken and shattered world. We know that we are unequal to the 

tasks before us, We know that this world will not always receive us in kindness or 

welcome us in love, but will reject us and exploit our kindness and our love. But 

we cannot give up on those tasks and this world. We pray to be stronger people. 

We pray for powers equal to our tasks. We pray that our work will produce 

miracles and that we, and those we serve, will become miracles in this world. 

Our work is made possible by our faith, and done in thanks and praise to 

God and for the glory of his Son Jesus Christ. And in our imitation of Christ, we 



increase his presence in the world, and bring heaven closer to earth. We break 

down the barriers that stand between us, tear down the walls that separate us, and 

close down the distance between us. We unite our bodies and our souls, and enter 

into every place, embodying God’s love, with God’s light shining out from us, and 

the darkness cannot overcome it. With the Holy Spirit within us and amongst us, 

guiding us and strengthening us, emboldening us and encouraging us, bringing us 

wisdom and peace, we pour hope into the world and we spread love on the world, 

and we share faith in the world. We build, with the help of the Holy Spirit and the 

church, which is the Body of Christ throughout all time and in all places, the 

Kingdom of God. We bring our hearts to bear on the world, and the work of our 

hearts in the world becomes the working of our hearts on the world. 

It is a new year, and a new time. We have been given this time by God, to 

eat, drink and be merry, yes, but also to make the world a place in which all may 

eat, and be nourished, and drink, from the spring of the water of life, and be merry, 

by rejoicing in the Lord’s righteousness and justice, and who is making all things 

new, through us and for us, in love and mercy.  

   


