Revelation 21:1-5   1Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and the sea was no more. 2 And I saw the holy city, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. 3 And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying:  “See, the home of God is among mortals.  He will dwell with them; they will be his peoples, and God himself will be with them; 4 he will wipe every tear from their eyes. Death will be no more; mourning and crying and pain will be no more, for the first things have passed away.” 5 And the one who was seated on the throne said, “See, I am making all things new.” Also he said, “Write this, for these words are trustworthy and true.”

Matthew 2:1-12   1In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, Magi from the East came to Jerusalem, 2 asking, “Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews? For we observed his star at its rising, and have come to pay him homage.” 3 When King Herod heard this, he was frightened, and all Jerusalem with him; 4 and calling together all the chief priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the Messiah was to be born. 5 They told him, “In Bethlehem of Judea; for so it has been written by the prophet:

6 ‘And you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least among the rulers of Judah;
   for from you shall come a ruler who is to shepherd my people Israel.’”

7 Then Herod secretly called for the Magi and learned from them the exact time when the star had appeared. 8 Then he sent them to Bethlehem, saying, “Go and search diligently for the child; and when you have found him, bring me word so that I may also go and pay him homage.” 9 When they had heard the king, they set out; and there, ahead of them, went the star that they had seen at its rising, until it stopped over the place where the child was. 10 When they saw that the star had stopped, they were overwhelmed with joy. 11 On entering the house, they saw the child with Mary his mother; and they knelt down and paid him homage. Then, opening their treasure chests, they offered him gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh. 12 And having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own country by another road.

Revelation 21:1-5 and Matthew 2:1-12
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“NYR1:​​  Experience Something New”
Rev. Amy Terhune


Lucy and Charlie Brown are walking along.  As they walk, Charlie asks Lucy if she’s made any new year’s resolutions.  In her typical melodramatic fashion, Lucy hollers:  "What? What for? What's wrong with me now? I like myself the way I am! Why should I change? What in the world is the matter with you, Charlie Brown? I'm all right the way I am! I don't have to improve. How could I improve? How, I ask you? How?"  And poor Charlie Brown leaves her still spewing rage, no doubt resolving to keep his mouth shut in the future.  

There’s a part of me that empathizes with Lucy.  After all, I’m alright just the way I am.  God loves me just as I am.  But unlike Lucy, I am all too aware of some ways I could improve.  I go a lot harder on myself than Lucy does.  I know we fall short.  I know I could be better.  

This month, we are embarking on sermon series on New Year’s Resolutions, which some of you may think is a strange focal point around which to structure a series of sermons.  If so, you’re not alone.  The statisticians tell us that approximately 40% of Americans regularly make New Year’s Resolutions, but that approximately 40% never do.  The other 20% fluxuate back and forth.  I admit that I tend to be in the category that doesn’t make resolutions.  This isn’t to say that I don’t have goals, but it’s just that they don’t seem to change all that much very much from year to year.  

I’ve been rethinking that this year based on the research I’ve done for this series.  One thing I’ve learned is that those who make realistic, specific, measurable resolutions for the new year are far more likely to achieve them those who don’t.  But the experts also caution that too many of us don’t do that.  In other words, we make resolutions like:  I’ll lose weight or I’ll get in shape.  We make grand, ambitious goals that inspire us, but can also leave us feeling defeated before we even start.  According to the research, we would do better to resolve to lose 10 pound, or to be able to walk one mile in fifteen minutes.  Such things will challenge us, but are realistic, specific and measurable.  
A second thing I’ve learned is that people in the twenties are three times more likely to achieve their goals than are those in their fifties or older who are more stuck in our patterns and habits.  The older we get, the harder it is for us to change.  But that being said, it is possible.  Which leads to a third important learning from all this research.

Significant turning points like new year’s, a new school year, a new job, or a new home may inspire us to turn over a new leaf and try break bad habits.  But according to an article in Forbes Magazine from 2013, we only succeed in our new year’s resolutions about 8% of the time, and those who do succeed do so not only because they’re realistic, specific and measurable, but because they believe they can.  Author Dan Diamond explains, “More often than not, people who fail to keep their resolutions blame their own lack of willpower. In surveys, these would-be resolvers repeatedly say that if only they had more self-determination, they would've overcome any hurdles and achieved their goals.  But writing at the Los Angeles Times, Chris Berdik points to an emerging body of research that willpower is malleable….  You have as much willpower as you think you have, essentially. Which means that on some level, your journey toward self-improvement will be a self-fulfilling prophecy.”  [from https://www.forbes.com/sites/dandiamond/2013/01/01/just-8-of-people-achieve-their-new-years-resolutions-heres-how-they-did-it/]


What Dan Diamond is saying is that our attitude is everything.  Too many of us give up on ourselves.  I resonate with that.  There are more times than I’d care to admit when I’ve been my own worst enemy.  The good news is that God believes we are capable of much more than we sometimes believe of our own selves.  


I have come to realize that New Year’s Resolutions reveal the best of human nature.  Despite the fact that many of us fail to succeed in carrying through the year, there is something hopeful about our human desire to be better.  Our awareness that we are not all we could be reveals a deeper hunger to grow and to be made new.  One of the things that fascinates me around the new year is the competing forces with us that come into play.  Every new year, we hear the song Auld Lang Syne, which basically means ‘for old times’ sake’.  According to the song, we drink a cup of kindness and remember old acquaintances for old times’ sake.  We begin the new by remembering the old.  Maybe it’s anxiety because we don’t know what the new will bring.  Maybe it’s nostalgia.  I’m not quite sure.  But I do know this much:  despite our tendency to form habits and resist change, we do not really want to be bored or stuck in a rut, and we’re fundamentally unhappy when that happens.  We crave comfort and contentment, but we also long for newness, excitement, and change every bit as much as we fear it.  And so we put away the feasts and festivities of the holiday season and tote out our resolutions to change, to grow, to improve, and to be renewed.  And far from being depressed by our failure rate, I find that part of our nature to be a beautiful thing.  The hunger to be new is the divine pull within us.  
And that hunger is what the season of Epiphany is all about.  Miriam-Webster defines an epiphany as an usually sudden manifestation or perception of the essential nature or meaning of something; an intuitive grasp of reality through a sign or event that is usually simple and striking; an illuminating revelation, discovery, realization, or disclosure.  In the season of epiphany, we talk about light and learning and growth.  As a season, we begin with the revelation of Jesus’ identity through a guiding star and foreign astrologers, and we end with a transfigured Christ, glowing in divine radiance revealed to Peter, James, and John on the mountaintop.  Interestingly, a lot of the lectionary texts in epiphany season focus on various call stories in scripture, when God reveals Godself to individuals in a variety of ways.  


In our scripture lesson for today, we meet a group of people experiencing that divine pull in a unique and revelatory way.  Magi from the east come to Jerusalem in search of a child who has been born King of the Jews.  I’ve always been fascinated by these Magi.  Despite the famous hymn, they weren’t kings.  But they were aristocracy—they were leaders, they were educated, and they undoubtedly enjoyed material wealth.  They were astrologers, meteorologists and geologists and agriculturalists all rolled into one.  And they watched the sky because that was the canvas upon which the answers of the universe were displayed.  And when a strange and usual star arose in the west, they didn’t see it as a sign of foreboding or danger.  They saw possibility and hope.  What kind of person in that position leaves behind family and responsibilities to set off on a journey that could take months or years, following a star across a plethora of barriers, not the least of which were deserts or oceans, language, culture?  I mean, think about that for a second.  Shepherds in the fields got an angels song telling them to go into Bethlehem and find their Messiah wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger.  As instructions go, that’s relatively specific.  But the Magi got a star, leading them in a generally westward direction.  I mean, if you were to follow a star west from here, it be awfully tricky to figure out whether it was leading you to St. Louis or Seattle!  But they stepped out in faith, and let God take them on a journey that tested them, to be sure, but also offered illumination, growth, and grace.


You know how the story goes—you’ve heard it a hundred times, at least.  Herod is threatened by the report of a new ‘King of the Jews’ and sends the Magi off secretly to find the baby and bring back word.  They find Jesus.  They worship.  They give gifts.  And warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they make their way homeward by another road.  Which would have been a real trick since they were almost certainly part of a big caravan.  And exotic as they were, it would not have been so easy for them to disappear into a crowd.  Maybe their road wasn’t a road at all.  Maybe it was wilderness and treacherous mountains passes for a while.  Who knows?  Matthew doesn’t tell us.

But while facts are hard to come by, the implications of the text are more pronounced, even obvious.  At the risk of insulting your intelligence, I’ll point it out anyway.  Going home by another road is metaphorical as well as informational.  No one who seeks and encounters Christ leaves the same.  The encounter changes us, redirects our course in the world.  At least, that’s how I read it.  They risked everything to encounter God, and it gave them a new direction.  It changed them.  It made them new.
But let’s add a little flesh to that.  What might it mean to go home by a different road?  Of course, no two people encounter Christ in the same way.  His dealings with us are as unique as we are.  But I think I may safely offer some observations that apply to most of us.  

My first thought is that in encountering Christ, we can break out in a new direction that is less vulnerable to fear and anxiety.  Matthew tells us that Herod was frightened, and all Jerusalem with him.  Other translations read ‘troubled’ or ‘distressed’, but it all amounts to the same thing.  Herod was a fearful man.  History records him as paranoid, ruthless, and brutal, but deep down, he lived in a constant state of fear.  He killed off one of his wives, his mother, and at least three sons, all out jealousy and concern that they were plotting against him.  So it shouldn’t surprise us that he perceived the news of a newborn king as a threat, a danger, one that imperiled his rule.  And he spread his own fear with violence and bloodshed.  No wonder all Jerusalem was frightened with him.  

I wonder if the Magi perceived this in him.  I think they must have.  Given the risks associated with their journey, we know these Magi were men of great courage to begin with, but to defy a king and slip away takes another kind of courage altogether. 

We live in a world plagued with fear.  It saddens me that we as a nation have allowed fear of terrorism to threaten the values of freedom that define our very identity.  It saddens me that we have allowed fear that there’s not enough to elevate consumption and amassing enormous wealth into a virtue.  It saddens me when statistics indicate that appealing to our fears works better in elections than appealing to our hopes and dreams.  There is another road home.  But it will take courage to embrace it.

My second thought is that in encountering Christ, we can break out in a new direction that is less vulnerable to cynicism and hopelessness.  I love the story that’s told about “…some children in a very small Sunday School who were putting on the annual pageant.  They only had a handful of kids, and so one little girl was chosen to portray all the Magi.  When it came time for the Magis' entrance - she majestically swept up the aisle - draped in all the jewels from many garage sales and robes of bits and pieces of all the fine fabrics collected from the remainders box at the local discount store.  Pausing and bowing before the infant's crib she announced, "Greetings, baby Jesus, I bring you gifts.  Gold, Circumstance, and Mud."  [From an e-mail note from Ann Fontaine, to the Christmas Illustrations meeting on Ecunet, December 20, 2003; as used in “Gold, Circumstance, and Mud” by David E. Leininger, www.esermons.com.]  I kind of like that.  Learning to look for the little nuggets of gold in the circumstance and mud is one of life’s greatest lessons.  
In a new year, we resolve to travel more—to see new places and meet new people.  We resolve to learn something new—a new skill, a new language, a new hobby.  We resolved to experience something new—to jump out of a plane or go snorkeling or bungee-jumping.  And those are worthwhile resolutions because they expand our horizons and give us new eyes for viewing the world.  At its heart, the Christian faith is all about newness.  The same pull that prompts us to make resolutions is the one that prompts us to open our hearts to God’s cleansing and renewing grace.  

So come this morning to the Table.  Make that journey of faith like the Wise Men.  But then listen to God as God leads you home by a new road.  

Resolve to leave behind fear and cynicism and let God give us new eyes and new courage.

Resolve to leave behind the hurt and the pain caused by others. 
Resolve to leave behind the guilt of your sin. 
Resolve to leave behind the failures of unmet expectations and unrealistic goals.

Resolve to experience something new; to let God make you new; to be renewed in body, mind, and spirit.  Amen.
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