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Let me begin today with a command: Happy New Year! Yes, that’s a command statement clearly in
the imperative. Like Merry Christmas and Happy Hanukkah and Happy Birthday and Be My Valentine,
commanding people to have a happy new year is the way we fire up these cultural celebrations. You are
being given the prescription for happiness and you are not allowed not to participate as.

Of course, that’s all good and fine, since who among us doesn’t want to be happy? And who among
us is willing to wreck the party? Or, rain on everyone else’s parade?

Still, some of us just aren’t in the mood for all this jollity. We resent being dragged into the smiley-
faced revelry when we aren’t smiling. We feel hypocritical pretending to be cheerful and bright when, in
fact, we are downright depressed.

Our cultural New Year’s celebration is a particularly notable in this regard. At this time of year, we
are asked to consider our lives and the way we lived them in the past year (now deceased,) realize all the
things wrong, and make resolutions to do better in the New Year. That’s a pretty big order, and it’s no
wonder that the way many people get through it is with the aid of large quantities of alcohol. As they survey
the vast array of erroneous and blundering behavior from the past, they take on the commandment of
happiness and resolve to find ways to be happy in the new year.

That’s where the resolutions come in. “If I can just adjust some of my bad habits, this dreary tale
(told by an idiot) will be rectified.” Remember the roots of the word resolve, which means “to solve again.”
And the word “solve” from the Latin solvere means “to release, unbind, pay.” We get others words from
that base, like “loosen, release, pay, analyze, loose, lose” and related words like “absolute, absolve, analyze,
resolve, solution, dissolve, solvent, and soluble.”

And now we all have one more chance to solve the riddles of our lives. What can we do? What
should we do?

We perform this annual ritual individually, but today I would like to think of it in the cultural realm.
What is the puzzle of humanity and what can we do to solve it?
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So what did you all do last Monday evening, New Year’s Eve? Did you celebrate by going out to a
party? Did you watch the famous ball drop in Times Square? I think I remember watching that scene in my
youth and that it took a long time for that ball to go down. Last Monday evening, it dropped in a flash, time
slipping away right before our very eyes. 2007 is now only a memory, and nowadays, I am less and less
confident of the accuracy of my memory.

Actually, I didn’t watch the Times Square melee in real time, (only in reruns). Instead, I watched the
very disturbing scene at the Seattle Center with the lighting of the traditional fireworks display. Only it was
so traditional, since about a minute into the show, the fireworks sputtered and stopped. Then there was
nothing. As it turns out the computer rigged to run the fireworks show crashed, and they actually had to fire
off each bomb by hand! My God! What an ill omen for the New Year!

Does this fiasco portend that during the coming year we will have to do whatever it is that we do by
hand also? Does it mean that we cannot rely on the unbelievably complex technology which supposedly
runs our world, and that only human, hands-on effort will make our happiness come true? Does it mean that
the great god of technology can no longer take us forward into the Elysian Fields?
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Time is slipping by so fast (I don’t know if this is a feature of growing old, but that’s what they say.)
My sense of time is like reading a book. Once it was a laborious process—each page was a great task to get
through, sometimes reading the same passage over and over, not paying attention, not getting the message.



“I’ll never get through this chapter,” I used to think, “let alone the whole book.” I would read each sentence
word by word, focusing on each part, but completely unaware of the larger meaning.

Now the way I read books, that is to say, my sense of time now is like speed reading—still missing
some of the details, but mostly skimming through. The chapter go by flying, and the book is done too soon.
And even though I know the plot, and even some of the details of the plot, I am often left to wonder what it
was really about. I am not sure what it all means.

After the ball dropped the other night, someone asked, “Do you feel different now that it is 20087 1
had to respond that in a way I do. I feel that something is gone, my reality is something less. Something is
missing, something is lost. I feel somehow disconnected. Perhaps it is the passing of time in the same way
that a fast moving train passes, and creates a wind as it charges by, and then it is gone.
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Sometimes what we remember is not factual; that is, what we remember happening did not actually
happen. Nevertheless, what we remember is what is true. Things are true when they become part of the
building material of our lives. What ends up being important may not be the details, the tiny and simple
facts of the matter. What is significant is the truth of the matter.

Look back over the facts of your life. What really counts is what all that facts mean, which is the
truth of the matter, and which is all that you probably need to pay attention to.

You can undoubtedly recall a dream which you had sometime in your life—perhaps a long time
ago—and the dream has somehow, over the years, solidified into the truth. Now what you recall cannot be
absolutely determined to be the facts of the matter. But it may still be the truth.

I would like to offer another ritual this morning, actually it’s a reading which I have given more than
once on the first Sunday of the New Year. It’s related to the short message printed in your order of service:
“If we do not change our direction, we are likely to end up where we are headed.”

Specifically, it begins with the ancient Dakota tribal wisdom says that when you discover you are
riding a dead horse, the best strategy is to dismount. However, in organizations like governments, hospitals,
large companies, school districts, and churches, for God’s sake, we often try other strategies. These can
include the following:

* Buying a stronger whip.

* Changing riders.

* Saying things like "this is the way we always have ridden this horse."

* Appointing a committee to study the horse.

* Arranging to visit other sites to see how they ride dead horses.

* Increasing the standards to ride dead horses.

* Appointing a tiger team to revive the dead horse.

* Creating a training session to increase our riding ability.

* Comparing the state of dead horses in today's environment.

* Pass a resolution declaring that "this horse is not dead."

* Blaming the horse's parents.

* Harnessing several dead horses together for increased speed.

* Declaring that, "No horse is too dead to beat."

* Providing additional funding to increase the horse's performance.

* Declare the horse is "better, faster, and cheaper" dead.

* Form a quality circle to find uses for dead horses.

* Revisit the performance requirements for horses.

* Say this horse was procured with cost as an independent variable.

* Promote the dead horse to a supervisory position.
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May it be on this New Year’s beginning that we can recognize the direction we’re headed, while being
assured that’s truly where we want to go.
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Amen.



