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Anybody here make a New Year’s resolution? Anybody break it yet?

Oh, New Year’s resolutions — they get a bad rap. Every year around this
time, people joke about New Year’s resolutions, and how they're pretty useless —
that nobody ever keeps them for very long. But I read something entirely different
about them this week, which I really liked.

They are words of a man named Bruce Epperly, and he writes:

“New Year’s resolutions, even when they last only a few days, remind us that
we can be transformed; that we can become new creations; that we don’t have to live
by business as usual but can see our lives in a new way. The impact of past and
present need not imprison us; we have the freedom to shape our attitudes, first, and
then our behaviors. Behold, God is doing a new thing and so can we!”

(On-line, “Happy (Sacred) New Year!” Bruce Epperly)

I like that, don’t you? Instead of being cynical about the chances that
resolutions will be kept even a few days, Epperly goes at it in a whole different way
— a positive way — that resolutions remind us that new ways are possible. If God is
doing a new thing, so can we, and we don’t have to live by business as usual but can
see our lives in a new way.

That’s a wonderful attitude, isn’t it, and you know what? I think it’s
somewhat of the attitude that the characters in this morning’s Gospel lesson must
have had. The Magi. You know about them. You’ve known about them since the
first time you heard the Christmas story as a child.

Wise men from the East. Learned men, who studied for a living. They
studied everything. Writings, people, the land, the seas, the skies. They observed
everything, and one night, they observed a star in the sky — not just any star, but a
star that stood out, that called to them of something more, that reminded them of
something they had read in prophetic writings, that the Messiah would be born in
Bethlehem.



Well, what should they do about it? Simply record the date they saw this
incredible star, and move on to something else? Gaze at it, admire it, put it in their
memory banks? Or, follow it?

Something — no, someone — compelled them to follow the star. And that
Someone was God.

You know the story. They made the journey, and it was not an easy journey.
On their way, they got to Jerusalem and there inquired of Herod for further
information on the whereabouts of this newborn Baby. Herod was incredibly
threatened by the appearance of this new “King of the Jews” and asked the Wise
Men to tell him more, which they did. They told him what they had read from the
prophets. Which apparently frightened Herod even more, because did you notice
what the scripture said? That later, he secretly called for the wise men to learn still
more.

And then he hatched his plot. He played with them, saying, “After you have
seen this baby, come back to me and tell me where he is, so I can go and pay
homage to him as well.”

So off they went, still following the star, til they came to the place where
Jesus lay, and when they got there, they bowed down and worshiped him, offering
their precious gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh.

Then, and this is big, they were warned in a dream about Herod’s bad
intentions for the child, and that they should not go back to him, but go home by
another way, which is exactly what they did, and which spared the baby Jesus from
certain death at the hands of this fearful, threatened King.

What a journey! There are so many incredible things about their journey, but
today I want us to focus on one aspect of it — and it is, that God led these wise men,
these magi, through the whole thing. He put the star in the sky, He compelled
them to follow it, He watched over them as they traveled, and He guided them
through in such a way that they were safe and Jesus was safe. The key to it all,
though, is that they trusted Him.

As you and I start this journey into this New Year of 2016, we would do well
to follow the example of the Magi — in so many ways. They me just suggest a few
this morning.

First, they read and studied, they knew that prophecy so that when it came
true, they were ready.



Do we? Do we immerse ourselves in scripture in such a way that we know it
well, that it helps shape our lives? If not, perhaps that could be a New Year’s
resolution for us — to be more intentional about reading the Bible every day.

Secondly, the Magi were people who observed things, and to do that, you have
to slow down and look around. When’s the last time you did that? I know the last
few weeks have been crazy because of Christmas, but how about the rest of the
year? Do you ever slow down and look around, and instead of doing, just be? We
miss so much because we never slow down. We pass right by beauty and wonder all
the time because we're in such a hurry, or we can’t take our eyes off of our
computers or phones.

Thirdly, and most importantly, the Magi, when they saw that star in the sky,
followed their gut and made the journey. God spoke to them through that star and
they listened. And that, I think, is the greatest thing we could learn from them — is
to listen when God speaks to us.

To listen when we feel that something inside, that urge, that compulsion to
do something. To listen when we see a sign that speaks to our hearts. To listen
when there’s something that just won’t go away, that keeps speaking to us.

Friends, that’s God through the Holy Spirit giving us a sign — a star, if you will - for
our journey.

I know you know what I'm talking about. You know about having a feeling
that you should do something, or try something new. You know about that mixture
of nervousness and excitement at the prospect of going in a new direction. And you
know about the peace and joy that came when you followed where God led.

Perhaps for you it came when you stood at an altar and married the love of
your life. Or perhaps when you came to a decision about the college you wanted to
attend and the major you would undertake. Or maybe for you it was when you
adopted a child, or cared for foster children. For some others of you, I know it was
when you decided to go on a mission trip, or lead a Sunday School class. Some of
you felt the pull to give with generosity to the building of the Wesley Wing. And
some had that feeling before and after you served at the Rotating Homeless Shelter.

All the time, God sends us signs - stars - for our journeys through life. The
question is: do we see them, and when we do, do we follow where He wants us to
go? Those are good questions to be thinking about as we start a new journey in a
new year.

Who knows where this new year will take us? We don’t, but this we do know
— we know who will take us through — and that is God. He will take us through it
all, and will be with us every step of our journey. There is no place that we will go



where He is not with us, and there is no place He will call us, that He won’t walk
with us as well, and give us what we need to go there.

So, let’s keep our heads up and our eyes open in 2016, and look for signs from
God for the direction in which we should go every single day. He will let us know if
we're only open to letting Him take the lead! So be on the lookout for some stars,
my friends!

Let me close with a couple of stories about people who have followed God’s
stars. One of them you probably read about this week in the Cecil Whig. A little
girl who made friends with a homeless woman in the Elkton McDonald’s. What a
wonderful story! A little, innocent child who saw a woman in need and let her heart
take over. In our cynical, judgmental world, where we too often put down people
like that woman, this child just loved her. She followed a star!

Or maybe some of you saw a story on the Today show this week about the 92
year old woman who runs marathons? Did you see that? She’s incredible. She
didn’t run a marathon — she runs marathons! She followed a star — a star that told
her that nothing was impossible, and that her age shouldn’t stop her.

Or the boss on the TV show “Undercover Boss” who met one of the workers
for his company and learned about how he had repaired his broken relationship
with his father, and so moved was the boss by how their lives had changed, that he
himself decided, after years and years of estrangement with his own father, to reach
out and try to contact him again. He saw a star in a conversation with an employee!

Oh friends, God sends stars all the times in all sorts of ways, so you and I
need to watch for them. As we step into this journey through 2016, may we be like
those wise men of old — looking for stars from God, following where He leads us, and
trusting that He is with us all the way. That, in my estimation, is a very good New
Year’s resolution for us all.

Amen.



