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New Year’s is a strange holiday. It comes just in the middle of Christmastide, and so 

interrupts what should be a twelve-day celebration of the birth of Christ.  We have 

somehow let Christmas celebrations migrate to Advent, so that we don’t quite know what 

to do with these traditional twelve days of Christmas.  New Year’s comes along and 

finishes Christmas off, so to speak.  

 

And it is such a pelagian* holiday.  We make Resolutions, as if by dint of will, by steely-

eyed determination we could change life-long habits or ingrained patterns of living. And 

we know we can’t. We know we won’t. Somehow we know we are fooling ourselves, but 

we do it anyway, hoping that somehow we can rearrange and recreate our lives.  

 

So in the space of a week we have a holiday which tells us that God sends his son to give 

us new life through the grace of God, and a holiday which tells us that we can change our 

lives and make them better if only we try. Well, which is it?  

 

I think we find New Year’s easier than Christmas. A new year offers us hope, and even 

though that hope is founded on our supposed ability to be better and different, it is hope 

nonetheless.  It is easier to live by our own wits than to throw ourselves onto the grace of 

God and live by the Incarnation.  

 

Which is why the Wise Man story is so fascinating.  Here we have these scholars, these 

leaders, these capable men, who have it made, coming all this way to see the King. They 

want to find the one whose birth was foretold, whose coming was announced by the 

mysterious star. Why would they bother? This king must be something to see, indeed! 

 

Just after Prince Charles announced that he was engaged to marry Diana Spencer, the 

Spencers went on a private holiday in Australia. They would take no calls from the 

media. The British Royal Family handled all the press, hoping to give Diana a few days 

of peace.  The story goes that Prince Charles tried to call her.  The hotel refused his call. 

He identified himself as the Prince of Wales, and they didn’t believe him.  “But I am the 

Prince of Wales,” he said.  “Sure you are,” said a voice, “and I am Napoleon, but you are 

not going to speak to Lady Diana.”  

 

The man on the phone was surely mortified when he eventually learned that he was 

indeed talking to the Prince of Wales. He didn’t expect the king to call him.  Neither did 

the wise men expect the reception they found.  They assumed that they would find the 

place celebrating, yet they found nothing of the kind.  
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It took a lot of gall to walk into Herod’s palace and ask to see the king.  Herod was cruel; 

Herod had people killed if he suspected they were a threat. He had the council executed, 

and most of the leadership of Jerusalem. He killed his wife, her mother, and three of his 

sons, to stay in power.  Even Caesar said he would rather be Herod’s pig than his son. It 

took a lot of gall to walk into this Herod’s palace and say, “no, not you, the new king, the 

other king.” 

 

Herod conceals his anger, and consults the scribes and scholars. Bethlehem, they say; that 

is where the Messiah will be born. Go to Bethlehem, and come back and tell us, that we 

may go too.  Herod is all sweetness as he sends the wise men; all the while the knives are 

being sharpened in the background.  Already Herod has a plan, to kill this king, and these 

wise men too, probably. Herod will not be threatened, will not have a usurper in his 

kingdom.  Herod lives by his own strength and wits, and he will handle this.  You know 

what Herod’s New Year’s Resolution was! 

 

The wise men come seeking the king. Look at the reactions and reception they encounter. 

Their quest causes many to be troubled, but once they leave for Bethlehem, they are not 

followed. No one goes with them. The same scribes and scholars who identify Bethlehem 

are indifferent to what this news might mean. They do not seek the king.  

 

Herod does not go with them either, but he is very interested in this new king. He is 

concerned enough to order all the male children in the region killed.  He seeks the king, 

in order to destroy him.  

 

The people of Jerusalem wonder at the coming of these strange men from the East. They 

marvel at the news of the star and what it might portend. They are eager to see marvels 

and spectacles. But they do not follow the wise men out to Bethlehem. They want to be 

entertained without effort.  

 

And look at us. Some are indifferent. Some push him away, reject him, even seek to 

destroy him. Some want to be entertained, but not challenged.  These different reactions 

are not that unusual; we see them in the story. We see them in people around us. We see 

them in ourselves. Not all the time. Perhaps not often at all. But we do see ourselves 

preferring to ignore him. We wish he would go away. We wish he would entertain us, 

and give us our every desire, but not demand anything from us.  

 

Is this how we react to the news from these strange visitors, who tell us a king has been 

born?  These wise men come all the way from Iraq, Persia, probably Baghdad, just to see 

this baby. They bring him expensive gifts. They say they want to worship him. Yet no 

one seems excited. No one seems to share their faith or feeling. Well, what can it mean to 

see this baby, and fall down and worship?  What does that mean to us?  For this is what 

Epiphany means – this baby is revealed through the actions of these wise men to be God.  

 

Which brings us back to this tangle of holidays we have.  To celebrate Christmas or New 

Years – they really are very different. When we approach New Year’s we have parties, 

we wish each other well, and crossing our finger, hope for the best. We approach the new 
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year making jokes about our New Year’s resolutions. We have all these good intentions, 

and sometimes we even manage to keep them. But most of the time, well, our intentions 

exceed our actions!   

 

I suspect most of you are like me; you make resolutions but lack the resolve to follow 

through with them.  New Year’s Day is a symbol of this: of our trying to live our lives 

and do things under our own strength. We make resolutions, we make plans, we set our 

course, we make decisions – all believing that we can handle whatever problems come 

up, we can deal with any complications, we can maintain control. And that serves us 

pretty well. Until the power goes out. Our phone batteries die. We get sick. Bad things 

happen. Then we find out that our efforts aren’t enough and our confidence lapses. We 

find ourselves without strength and terribly afraid.  

 

The option is Christmas. Here we don’t have strength and confidence. We have strange 

men showing up to worship an obscure, unknown baby. We have weakness, 

vulnerability. We have the baby’s parents taking him off to Egypt of all places. You 

know, Egypt was kind of the California of the ancient world; all weird things came from 

Egypt.   

 

When we find we can’t live in our own strength, when our New Year’s resolutions fail, 

we turn to this weak helpless baby. For he turns out to be the Redeemer of the world.  In 

him we find the grace that gives us guidance and strength.  In this weak helpless child, 

God is revealed.  In this child, the power of God is made manifest – epiphany in Greek – 

and we find that we are not alone and helpless.  

 

Weakness is a bad thing in our culture. To be needy is to be somehow unworthy and 

suspect. To be weak is not good. To be unable to carry on with life means we are weak, 

and weakness is despised.  Even canceling worship seems like weakness; we should be 

able to brave any snowstorm, in order to worship God.  To be weak in this culture is to be 

left behind by those who are strong.  And we tremble in the dark of night, knowing our 

weakness and hoping no one else will find out.  

 

Christmas shows us that we need one who identifies with us in our weakness and brings 

us strength.  Christmas shows us that we are not forgotten when we are weak.  Our 

midnight fears are assuaged by the One who is born, who comes in the night to be our 

strength. Christmas shows us that God is with us, and further, that this little child is none 

other than God himself.  

 

And so I offer you a dispensation, a pardon: you are absolved from your New Year’s 

Resolutions. You are set free from the need to be strong on your own, from the tyranny of 

trying to control your life, from hiding your weakness from the wolves outside. You are 

free from the need to “make it” on your own. Instead, here at this table we are offered the 

grace of God which overcomes every weakness and every need, and draws us into Christ 

Jesus our Lord.  

 

Thanks be to God. Amen.  
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* Pelagius was a fourth-century British monk, who may or may not have taught that we 

humans are perfectly capable of obeying Jesus and being saved, without the need of 

God’s grace and forgiveness. Augustine took issue with this, wrote several books, and led 

the Western church into a rabbit hole it is still lost in, with double predestination and all 

of that. Pelagius himself may not have ever held these beliefs, no one can be sure; but 

they are labeled with his name.  


