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It was close to New Year’s as I wandered around the plant, where I’m a chaplain, waving a greeting, stopping to talk, and 

stopping now and again to watch the process of meat becoming sausage.  It was while I was watching our deli team make 

bologna that Casey leaned up against the wall beside me.  I asked him, do you have a new year’s resolution?  To quit 

smoking, he responded.  We continued to talk about how he has tried many times over the years to quit smoking.  “It was 

different when the doctor told me to stop drinking.  He said, if you drink another sip you will die.  It was easy to stop.  I 

didn’t want to die so I didn’t drink.  Smoking is harder.  I’m going to die, but not instantly, if I continue smoking.  It’s not 

the same.”   

He asked me, what is your new year’s resolution?  I explained that I wanted to create intentional space between the day 

and sleep by reading each night.  “I should do that too,” he responded.  “I have books next to my bed.  It’s just, ever since 

Theo died, I can’t…I can’t talk to God.”   

His body began to shake with silent sobs.  Theo was his infant son who died of SIDS this year.  “Theo was my new 

beginning, you know.  He was my salvation.  I had failed in so many ways.  I hardly have a relationship with my oldest 

child.  My relationship with her mom was an utter, alcohol and drug fueled, failure.  I got clean.  I stopped drinking.  I 

found my higher power.  I got this job.  Theo was my reward.  He was beautiful.  Can you say that about a boy? he 

asked.  I dreamed of sharing my passion for the woods with him.  He was my reason for living and my reward for getting 

my [blank] together. 

We stood there for a minute in silence letting the memories of Theo swirl around us as the machine chugged, and racks 

clanged, and bologna was made.  Casey moved to pull a full rack away from the stuffer and replace it with an empty.  He 

returned to stand next to me.   

“I want to talk to God, but I find myself talking to Theo instead. ‘Theo, why?  Where are you?  You were my 

salvation.’  Okay, I yell it.  God feels so far away.  I see Theo sometimes.  I have nieces and nephews Theo’s age so I 

know what he would look like now.  I see him run across the room.  I wonder why he doesn’t stay.”  Casey looks me in 

my eyes, “I don’t know why Theo died.  I don’t know why God took away my child, more than that, my new beginning.”   

I’ve been anticipating the arrival of 2021 for some time now.  I’ve been reading the Facebook meme’s you might have 

seen too.  “For the first time on January 1, hindsight will truly be 2020.”  “2021 – spelled out is 2020 won.” 

I’ll name it, 2020 has been a tough year.  It was so unexpected and isolating and scary and polarizing.  I like to recognize 

that there have been good things too.  I’ve enjoyed more time at home and less time running around in the evenings.  I’ve 

liked family movie nights, zoom calls with the extended family, and not traveling for the holidays.  I also liked adjusting 

traditions, using this time to change things up.   

The midnight strike of the clock on December 31, 2020, was a welcome new beginning for many of us.  We have great 

hope that 2021 will be the year of a COVID vaccination, health, gatherings, and creating of a new normal.   

You heard a bit about Casey’s new beginning.  Theo was a perfect child, a delight to his parents and siblings, a sign of 

Casey’s redemption from years of alcohol and drug abuse.  Theo’s death sent Casey adrift, especially in his relationship 

with God.  How do we handle it when our new beginning breaks apart?  It’s an indication that new beginnings are never 

as clean as we wish them to be.  Possibly on both sides – before the new beginning and after. 

The longer I live the more I realize that new beginnings are not simple.  New beginnings are often tinged with 

grief.  There is grief in new beginnings as one thing ends, opening the door for the new.  New beginnings are just as likely 

to include saying goodbye to friends at graduation or work that you loved before retirement or preparing for life without a 

loved one. 

Many years ago, when I was a local church pastor, I was called by a family in the community to preside over the funeral 

of their son who had died before his birth.  It was a young couple and I suspected the pregnancy had caused them to grow 

up faster than either had planned.  The couple was not very talkative and had few requests for the service.  In the short 

time she had been pregnant, they had looked towards the new beginning of their child’s life.  Now, they were preparing 

his funeral.   

During the funeral sermon I spoke about the dreams they had for their child while offering permission to grieve for the 

loss of these dreams.  I wonder now if they were relieved that the child holding them together was gone or if his death 

allowed them to go back to the dreams, they had for themselves prior to his presence.  I’ll suspect that I’ll never know.   

Those moments standing before them – mom, dad, grandparents, aunts and uncles - has stayed with me as a moment of 

both death and new beginning.   

How do we get to a place where we can see the new beginning if the chaos overwhelms and we haven’t felt the end?  The 

word ‘resilience’ entered my vocabular about April of 2020.  I started seeing it on social media memes and on Employee 

Assistance posters.  I knew essentially what it meant before the pandemic made ‘resilience’ the ‘it’ word.  A couple of 



months ago my director sent out an article to all the chaplains in my company – about 105 of us- on how people learn to 

become resilient.  Based on the research of Martin Seligman, the author explained that the way a person sees the world 

determines their proneness to either depression or resilience.   

Here are three categories and explanations. 

From external to internal.  This is the difference between “this chaotic thing is happening to me” vs. “This chaotic things 

is happening around me.”  Hear the difference?  When we internalize the chaos – a pandemic, an accident, a death – we 

may take it personally.  We struggle under the weight of it.  When we recognize that the pandemic is happening around 

us, the schools have gone virtual not to make our lives harder but because it presents the healthiest option for teachers, 

staff, and families, or recognize that the chaos is out there and not in here (touch chest) we can be more resilient and more 

able to seek out the new beginning. 

The second category is from global to specific.  This is an awareness that the chaos is one piece of our lives, not a all 

encompassing take over.  I think about the pandemic.  It’s huge, isn’t it.  We are all aware of the changes we have each 

been asked to make for the common good.  I can’t stand in my favorite place in the breakroom anymore, greeting team 

members as they come to and from.  There was concern that my conversations at that site could be a ‘covid super 

spreader’.  At first, I was defensive.  I felt that COVID had taken another thing from me.  I took the time I needed to cool 

down before recognizing that I wasn’t being told to stay home or stay in my office.  I was being asked to think about the 

way I do my work – especially the need to be visible and available – in a new way.  I was able to separate the fear of a 

global take-over from this specific new request to do one part of my work in a new way. 

The third category asks us to recognize the situation as impermanent instead of permanent.  When we get stuck thinking 

there is no hope, nothing will change, this situation is permanent and fixed, our resilience to overcome is thrown out the 

window.  Instead, we are encouraged to recognize that we have power to change the situation and if not the whole 

situation, parts that make it easier to live within.     

Ecclesiastes 3 is a very famous chapter of the Bible.  It begins like this, “There is a time for everything, and a season for 

every activity under the heavens:” Sound familiar?  Our reading for this service follows these verses.  They may have 

sounded less familiar.  Let’s take a deeper look. 

Ecclesiastes tells us that the author is ‘Teacher’, son of David.  Some have speculated that the author was Solomon, 

however, Ecclesiastes mentions the death of Solomon so that has created some dissidence in biblical text scholarship.  The 

Hebrew word used here is Qoheleth, meaning a person qualified to address the public assembly.  Qoheleth begins 

Ecclesiastes by saying that all is vanity.  Everyone and everything is self-serving.  It feels rather hopeless and self-

centered.  In chapter 3, Qoheleth continues by identifying a time for everything.  There will be mourning and rejoicing, 

tears and laughter.   

Then the Teacher writes, “9 What do workers gain from their toil? 10 I have seen the burden God has laid on the human 

race. 11 He has made everything beautiful in its time. He has also set eternity in the human heart; yet no one can 

fathom what God has done from beginning to end.” 

Qoheleth says, the sin of Adam and Eve have laid a burden on humanity.  God will make everything beautiful but we 

can’t understand it.  We work but without gain.  God’s vision is larger than ours, it’s impossible to understand. 

We continue… 
“12 I know that there is nothing better for people than to be happy and to do good while they live. 13 That each of them may 

eat and drink and find satisfaction in all their toil—this is the gift of God. 14 I know that everything God does will endure 

forever; nothing can be added to it and nothing taken from it. God does it so that people will fear him.” 

Here, Qoheleth flips, if we cannot understand or know God’s beginning or end, then we should enjoy the present.  We 

may not understand but it is still possible to be happy and enjoy God’s gifts.  Our joy can come in the labor.  Our joy can 

be in what God has made beautiful.  Qoheleth notes that God has limited our vision of eternal things so we can enjoy the 

lesser things. 

I note this as a reminder to stay present and mindful of the now.  Another word that comes to mind is resilience.  We can 

become consumed in the expanse of God’s view.  We can get overwhelmed and anxious by trying to figure out God’s 

vision.  The Teacher suggests God is inviting us to enjoy what is right in front of us.   

When I’ve spoken to Casey in the year following our conversation about Theo, he has asked many times, “Where is 

God?  Where’s my new beginning?” He wants to know why his son died.  He wants to feel close to God again.   

If we read this day’s scripture from Ecclesiastes closely and see, verse 11, our voice could stumble over the words, “He 

has made everything suitable for its time.”  We may think of Casey and baby Theo, wondering, ‘God made that 

happen?’  We may think of our own griefs today – Christmas celebrations without family gatherings, broken relationships 

that held such promise, new beginnings that we celebrated.  Is this to say we shouldn’t trust in new beginnings?   

I won’t say that.  My trust is in God.  As the Teacher wrote, “I know that whatever God does endures forever; nothing can 

be added to it, nor anything taken from it; God has done this, so that all should stand in awe before him.”  God’s got this, 

forever.  God creates our new beginnings.  God journeys with us.  God endures through and with us as we begin, move 

through, and begin again.  Thanks be to God. 


