What does Jesus want to say to you tonight?  New Year's - at least our New Year's - is very different than the one Jesus would have celebrated.  First off, Jewish New Year is called Rosh Hashanah and is the birthday of the universe.  Secondly, instead of 2024, it's 5785.  It lasts two days and includes the blowing the shofar (ram’s horn) on both mornings, feasts that include round challah bread (studded with raisins) and apples dipped in honey, as well as other foods that symbolize prayers for a "sweet" year.  Each night there is also a candle lighting ceremony and people refrain from doing "creative" work.

Other New Year festival date from about 2000 BC in Mesopotamia, where the Babylonians began with the new moon after the vernal equinox - while the Assyrians started with the new moon nearest the autumn equinox.  The Romans celebrated New Years on March 1st  until 152 BC when they moved it to January 1st - and the Julian calendar, which became official in 46 BC, continued January 1st as the chosen day.   

This should tell us that, like most of our holidays, New Year's is arbitrary.  In the United States - 1902 saw the first Rose Bowl - and 1904 the first celebration in Times Square.  As far as the church is concerned - New Year's Eve was originally called "Watch Night" and was celebrated by Moravian churches in the 1700's - but perhaps the most important Watch Night took place in on December 31st, 1862 as slaves waited with anticipation for the President Lincoln's signature and the Emancipation Proclamation to set them free - at least on paper.  
 
All of this is to say - this night and tomorrow do not have specific traditions and ceremonies prescribed by the Bible.  The Bible does have a lot to say about New Things and Starting Over Again and New Creation - even New Moon festivals.  But why do we, in our culture and community, make such a big deal over the clock going from 11:59 to 12:00 on a particular day?

How much do you think about fixing your past?  Is there one particular thing that hurts more than everything else?  Is it a period of time in your life?  Or is it just a nagging feeling of regret - that things could have been different?

As I thought about this night, St. Paul came to mind.  Really it's more Saul - the guy that St. Paul used to be.  You probably know some of his story.  In Philippians 3 he described himself as, "circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; in regard to the law - a Pharisee; as for zeal - persecuting the Christian church; as for legalistic righteousness - faultless."  That is some resume.  And yet, like another Pharisee named Nicodemus - there was something missing.

New Year's Eve and Day is really an existential problem.  Existentialism is a fancy word for the thoughts, dreams, anxieties and feelings we have over why we exist and what our purpose in this world is.  I loved being a kid - I knew that I existed and my purpose was to have fun with my friends, enjoy my family and see as much of the world as I could.  There were no doubts or fears over why I was here or what I was supposed to do.  My parents wouldn't always let me do what I wanted to do - but that didn't stop me from dreaming.

I don't remember much angst in high school - except over girls and not being part of the in-crowd - but that was more about peer pressure than a question of who and what I was.  College was different.  I went to college because I wanted to be with Nancy - and then when I got there people kept asking me what I was going to be - and when I said, "a truck driver" - they didn't understand. And after a while neither did I.  Professors started telling me I should think about being a pastor - and at first, I figured it would have been the same if I was at an engineering school or business school or agricultural school.  The professors would have said, "you should be a engineer or a CPA or a farmer.  But then something started tickling my soul - and it wasn't the pizza or the beefloaf we used to eat at midnight from Pizza Chik.  

How did you decide to be what you are?  Was it a family expectation - or a Sunday School teacher or friend when you were a kid?  Was it a commercial or movie or TV show that inspired you?  What was it you wanted to accomplish?  What good did you think you could do?

I was in biology class in the 8th grade at Merrill Junior High School.  We were dissecting frogs and I jokingly said, "I should be a doctor."  And Janet Hayes - one of the popular kids said she would marry me if I was a doctor.  I was pretty sure she was joking as well so I held off on my application to Med school.  

For Saul - he was moving full steam ahead trying to prove he was more religious than all the other Pharisees.  When someone is so laser focused on something - and takes it not just to the next level but a level that is just ridiculous - you know one of two things about them.  They truly know who they are and why they are here - and it is a calling in the truest sense of the word.  Or they are driven by demons that won't leave them alone and are nipping at their heels no matter how fast they go.

For Saul - it was the latter.  On one of his journeys to arrest followers of Jesus - he was knocked to the ground and blinded.  The people who were with him saw the blinding light - but when a voice said, "Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting Me?" - they heard but did not understand it.  Saul asked, "who are you?" And the voice answered, "I am Jesus - the one you are persecuting."  
In one second - everything that Saul was working for - all his beliefs - his entire purpose was shattered.  He could no longer deny that Jesus was who the church said He was.  Imagine what was going through his mind - and the fear of what this Jesus might do to him.

Few of us have such experiences.  Often, we drift through life wondering - second-guessing ourselves - longingly looking at others who we think have it all together.  

And that is where New Year's Eve and New Year's Day come in.  We look back - we look at now - and we hope for a better future.  If things are good with us and our life - we hope for a better future for our children or our family or our community or our world.

What Saul discovered in his time in the desert - and then under the tutelage of Barnabas - was that a lot of people in the world were unhappy - and listless or just plain lost.  Some were just looking for hope.  And God allowed Saul to take his energy and passion and knowledge and share with them about Jesus.  God picked Saul up, got him turned 180 degrees and set him on the path that led to the place he thought he was going to.  

I love it when someone tells me they don't like their job and it really doesn't make a difference in people's lives - but it needs to be done so they will do it.  That's not the part I like.  What I like is when they say the way they survive - the way they keep up a positive attitude is by using their time, talent, treasure and passion in another place that does make a difference.  They volunteer at church or in the community - they care for a neighbor or tutor kids or help out at the foodbank or animal shelter.  They do what needs to be done - and then find their joy somewhere else.

One thing I know - there are quite a few people in the world who struggle when someone is happy - when someone is enjoying their life.  I suppose we could call them Scrooges.  If they aren't happy - if they have to suffer - then everyone else should have to suffer too.  

Jesus was already dead and buried and risen from the dead and gone back to heaven by the time Saul of Tarsus showed up.  The first time we hear about Saul is when he holds everyone's jackets while they stone old Deacon Stephen to death because he claimed Jesus was the Messiah.  That is also where Saul heard the Gospel for the first time.  Just before Stephen died he said, "I see Jesus sitting at the right hand of the Father - receive my Spirit, Lord, and don't hold this against them." I have no doubt that scene played over and over in Saul's mind.    

Saul becomes Paul and as he sets out to tell the world about Jesus - he has considerable success.  He know the Old Testament and the prophecies about the Messiah.  He knows the culture of his people and initially as he worked in their synagogues and the Temple he was able to debate with them and clearly proclaim his faith.  Then God set him off on a different job - to be the apostle to the notJews.  

Paul was never worried about dying.  From the moment he met Jesus - his whole life - everything he was - was in the hands of a loving God.  He knew it wasn't going to be easy - Jesus had told His disciples, "you will be persecuted because of My Name" - and Paul had already experienced that.  

Just before his death - as the brought him before the church and the government - Paul made an incredible statement of faith - granted it was spoken to pit the Pharisees against the Sadducees - but that doesn't change its truth, "My brothers, I am a Pharisee, the son of a Pharisee. I stand on trial because of my hope in the resurrection of the dead."  

And that is what I want you to hear and cling to.  Whatever your past.  Whatever your present.  Whatever you think your future might be - it is nothing more than a trial because your hope is in the resurrection of the dead.  

No matter what you've done or where you've gone or what you were supposed to do but didn't - that's all dead and buried now.  God picked you up and set you 180 degrees or 70 degrees or 32 degrees different so you were back on the track that leads home.  It took God sending His Son into our world - it required Him to suffer and die and get buried.  And finally, it was all about Jesus rising from the dead and proving that satan and death and hell have no power over His disciples.  That's when Jesus said, "I have come that you may have life and have it to the fullest."  Doesn't mean everything is going to be perfect or we're going to like our jobs or the world is going to play nice - it just means that eventually - when we get to heaven - it will all work out - and until then we have everything - starting with faith - so we can grit our teeth and push through - because our hope is in the resurrection from the dead.

And so - as you enter a new year, may there be the slightest regret at putting away the Christmas decorations, enough grace to help you through all the promises you made and the hopes you had, may you find strength to face a world that is out of control - and maybe even a life that is out of control.  And may there always be forgiveness for any resolutions that you fail at.  And may a peace settle on your heart and mind and soul about all the things you can't control.  Then - may you find passion and strength for something you can change and something that does make a difference - and be freed to get out there and do what you can do.

St. Paul reminds us we don't need a New Year or resolutions or parties or fireworks or pickled herring to change.  We just need Jesus.   

And it turns out - He's been standing in front of us our whole life with His arms and heart wide open ready to welcome us home.  In the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
