A New Beginning
John 1:1-9

The results from a national study reveal that 41 percent more people vowed to make New Year’s resolutions this year compared to last year. The top resolutions for 2009 include to exercise more, save money, lose weight, spend more time with family and friends, eat right, quit smoking or drinking, learn something new, enjoy life more, get organized, reduce stress, and manage debt.


Another Web site allowed people to post their resolutions. Here are a few of the things people wrote:

· I will not tell the same story at every get together.

· I will do less laundry and use more deodorant.

· I will go on a long ego trip.

· A twelve-year-old boy resolved: I will stop throwing water down from the top floor at our school at the people passing below. 
· And a cowboy wrote: I will never again squat with my spurs on.


According to the national study, only about half of the people who made a resolution for 2008 said they actually kept it. But 93 percent of those making resolutions for this year say they’re likely to keep theirs.

There’s something about a new year that instills hope in us that we really will follow through with our resolutions. That this year we really can change. That this year really does offer a new beginning.


Today’s gospel reading reminds us that we’re moving from the season of Christmas to the season of Epiphany—both times of new beginnings. The beginning of a new understanding of God. The beginning of a new era for the world. The beginning of a new way of living and seeing.


Matthew and Luke began their gospels by describing Jesus’ birth in Bethlehem with stories of visits from shepherds and wise men. But John’s gospel begins in another way.


John connects the beginning of the good news about which he writes with the beginning of all things. John’s opening words—”In the beginning”—remind us of the words used to describe the creation of the universe—”In the beginning.” John’s words also return us to the words spoken at the end of the creation story we find in Genesis: “And God saw that it was good.”


For John, the good news is that the same God who created the universe now creates new life again. And John seems to believe that God longs to see the world as good. A longing so deep that God sends new life and light to offer the world—to offer us—a new beginning. 


One commentator notes: “We must remember at this time of year that God decides to come into the world and share it with us, not as a judge but as savoir. This is the remarkable characteristic of this new beginning. We are not bombarded with how sinful we are, as much as we are confronted with how much we are loved. When God sees the world suffering through its own choices, God doesn’t come down hard on us in threatening tones, but instead decides to show love towards us. . . .”
 
This writer adds that the only true response to this act of love is gratitude. “Gratefulness,” he explains, “is the beginning of a new life. Gratefulness takes us from centering our life only within ourselves to understanding life’s intrinsic beauty through the sacrifice and love of God and others. This is the nature of creation. Creation is not mechanical; it is not just something that is done by God to plunk human beings into. Creation is an act of love. . . .”

As I thought about John’s message and about our hope for a new beginning—whether in the form of a New Year’s resolution or something larger—I remembered an essay by Jon Carroll, a columnist for the San Francisco Chronicle.


Carroll recalls when his granddaughter started kindergarten—a new beginning. While he wished her success, deep inside what he actually wished for her was failure. For, you see, Carroll believes in the power of failure.


“Success is boring,” he writes. “Success is proving that you can do something that you already know you can do, or doing something correctly the first time, which can often be a problematical victory. First-time success is usually a fluke. First-time failure, by contrast, is expected; it is the natural order of things.”

Carroll argues that failure is how we learn. He points to an African phrase that describes a good cook as one “who has broken many pots.”

“If you’ve spent enough time in the kitchen to have broken a lot of pots,” he writes, “probably you know a fair amount about cooking.” He recalls a late dinner he had with a group of chefs: “They spent time comparing knife wounds and burn scars. They knew how much credibility their failures gave them.”


As the author of a daily newspaper column, Carroll knows that one of those columns will be the worst one of the week. Although he tries to do his best every day, still each week one column is inferior to the others.


He’s learned to cherish that column. He explains: “A successful column usually means that I am treading on familiar ground, going with the tricks that work, preaching to the choir, or dressing up popular sentiments in fancy words. Often in my inferior columns, I am trying to pull off something I’ve never done before, something I’m not even sure can be done.”


Taking such risks must run in the Carroll family. His younger daughter is a trapeze artist. She spent three years putting together an act, which she then performed successfully for years with the Cirque du Soleil.


Carroll says there was no reason for his daughter to change her act, but she did anyway. She said she wasn’t learning anything new and was bored. If she was bored, there was no point subjecting her body to all that stress. So she changed the act.


He writes that “she risked failure and profound public embarrassment in order to feed her soul. And if she can do that fifteen feet in the air, we all should be able to do it.”

Carroll notes that his granddaughter—the one who was beginning kindergarten—is a perfectionist. And he recognizes that she’ll feel her failures and that he’ll want to comfort her. But he hopes he’ll also remind her of what she’s learned and how she can do whatever it is better the next time.


He writes: “I probably won’t tell her that failure is a good thing, because that’s not a lesson you can learn when you’re five. I hope I can tell her, though, that it’s not the end of the world. Indeed, with luck, it is the beginning.”

On this first Sunday of this new year, may we be grateful for both the power of failure and the hope of a new beginning. Amen.
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