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So – it’s that time of year…the time in which our societal focus turns to that transition from one 

year to the next, and we find ourselves reflecting on that which has passed and looking forward 

to that which is to come in the year ahead.  Those of you who have read my January newsletter 

know that I reflected, some, on the manner in which life tends to surprise us in those musings.  

There are things that happened in this past year that we expected, and things that we did not.  

There are things that will happen in the coming year that we will anticipate, and others that we 

will not.  The other thing that happens at this time of year, however, is the setting of our New 

Year’s resolutions. 

 

“I’m going to eat healthier.”  “I’m going to strengthen my finances.”  “I’m going to stop 

smoking.”  “I’m going to exercise more.”  “I’m going to declutter my 

basement…office…garage…junk drawer…”  The list goes on and on!  It’s funny, though, when 

you begin to look at the statistics of these resolutions.  Studies suggest that as much as 25% of 

the resolutions made are abandoned within the first week.  One-third are defunct by the end of 

January.  By the middle of the year fewer than half are still hanging on.  By the end of 

December, more than 90% of the resolutions have been dropped, and as we turn to the New 

Year, well more than 50% of those same people will be making the same resolution, next year, as 

they did the year before – only to repeat the cycle all over again! 

 

The natural question, of course, becomes, ‘Why?’  Why do we fail, so spectacularly, in pursuing 

these resolutions?  There are, of course, tons of factors.  Psychologists point towards everything 

from the loftiness of the goals, to our actual desire to achieve them, to the systems we use in 

pursuit of them, to the support around us, as reasons that we end up falling short.  What I want to 

suggest today, however, is that there is another piece of the puzzle that I think is far too often 

overlooked.  It’s far from the salve that heals all ills, but as we enter into this new year of hope 

and possibility, I think it’s worth considering the question of the source of power and strength on 

which we will rely as we pursue those goals!   

 

Let’s turn our attention, for a couple of minutes, to this story of Simeon and Anna.  We don’t 

tend to encounter this story all that often.  The natural flow of the season is that we move from 

the birth story at Christmas to the visit of the Magi that we remember at Epiphany, and this 

intermediary story of Jesus being presented in the temple tends to be an afterthought, if ever 
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really considered at all.  As we gather in the face of this new year before us, however, I think it’s 

a story that’s worth a look. 

 

There were actually two things going on here.  On the one hand, Mary needed to go through the 

purification ritual that was expected after giving birth to a child.  On the other, however, it was 

part of the Levitical Code – the Jewish Law – that a male child was to be dedicated to God at the 

age of 40 days.  So, Mary and Joseph bring Jesus to the temple in Jerusalem to accomplish both 

of these things.  And, it’s in that moment that they encounter Simeon. 

 

We don’t really know much about Simeon, except that he’s a devout man who has been told by 

the Holy Spirit that he would remain alive until he saw the coming of the Messiah.  So, we don’t 

know much about this scene except to know that Joseph and Mary enter the temple grounds in 

order to complete this 40th day ritual, and they encounter Simeon, who takes Jesus in his arms, 

seems to know the heart of all that is to come, and proclaims, “Master, now you are dismissing 

your servant in peace, according to your word, for my eyes have seen your salvation, which you 

have prepared in the presence of all peoples…”  (Luke 2: 29-31) 

 

It's then, almost as quickly as the attention had first turned to Simeon, that the narrative turns 

away towards Anna, an elderly widow and prophet who spent day and night at the temple in 

prayer.  Just like Simeon, Anna also seems to know what is to come with Jesus and immediately 

starts praising God for the gift of the child and all he would mean to God’s people. 

 

That’s it!  That’s the extent of these stories.  They are very brief and understated narratives, but 

what I want to suggest is that they both share a critical experience that I think speak volumes to 

this period of time in our lives in which our hearts and minds tend to turn to our hopes and 

dreams for the year ahead.  Simeon and Anna both share, without question, a vision for that 

which is to come – they both share a clear and distinct understanding of the new beginning that 

was unfolding before them.  They both have this experience of seeing the infant Jesus and 

knowing that which God was doing right in front of them.  But that, right there, is the key!  They 

both have this experience of seeing the infant Jesus and knowing that which GOD was doing 

right in front of them!  And it was in that confidence and peace of God at work that they both 

were able to find their rest. 

 

Think, if you will, of the progression of Longfellow’s poem that we sang as our opening hymn 

this morning.  Many of you know that this is a song that stands at the top of my Christmas Carol 

list, and many of you are familiar with the story behind it.  We’ve talked about it recently, so I 

don’t want to spend too much time on it today, but it just so happens that Rick had selected this 

song as our opening for this service, and it fits so perfectly with the heart of what I’m trying to 

get to that I want to touch on that backstory again, albeit very briefly.  The stanzas of this hymn 

are grounded on Longfellow’s own experience with trial and tribulation in his life.  His wife was 

killed by a tragic accident in her own home – when her dress caught on fire with Longfellow 

asleep in the next room.  Later, as the civil war raged all around, his son battled a nasty illness, 

only to return to the front lines to be shot.  On Christmas morning, while sitting at the bedside of 

his son (who was barely clinging on to life), Longfellow had already composed much of his 

poem – including stanzas about the war that don’t appear in our hymnal.  Desperate and forlorn, 

he hears the church bells ringing of Christmas joy throughout the town, and he is reminded of the 
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promises of God unveiled in Christmas, and then completes his poem with those final two 

stanzas, including those words, God is not dead, nor doth he sleep! 

 

It's a remarkable story, and I’m told good fodder for an interesting movie that was released 

recently that I’ve yet to see.  What it is also, however, is a palpable reflection of the shift of focus 

on which Longfellow grounded his new and wondrous confidence for the hope and possibilities 

of what was to come.  For the first five stanzas of his poem (including those not in our hymnal), 

his focus rests on what he and others of this world have done, are doing, and will do.  And, it is 

that focus that leads him deeper and deeper into that sense of despair.  What brings him out of 

that despair, however, is the turn of that focus away from what he and others of this world can do 

and towards that which God can do. 

 

Consider, if you will, those oft-cited words from Isaiah.   

 

The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who lived in a land of deep 

darkness—on them light has shined… 

 

6 For a child has been born for us, a son given to us; authority rests upon his shoulders; and 

he is named Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace…. 

 

He will establish and uphold it with justice and with righteousness from this time onward and 

forevermore.  The zeal of the LORD of hosts will do this.  (Isaiah 9: 2, 6, 7b) 

 

“The zeal of the Lord of hosts will do this!”  Darkness turns to light.  Joy is increased.  

Oppression is broken.  Justice and righteousness reign.  How?  God!  God will do it!  God will 

make it happen.  The power of God, working in and through the faith of God’s people, will bring 

these promises, and so many others to fruition. 

 

What Simeon and Anna see in that moment is the glory of that which God is doing in and around 

them.  What Isaiah promises is the wonder of that which God will accomplish in this world.  The 

hope that Longfellow claims in that poem is that which God can do to heal the brokenness in our 

lives.  You all know me well enough, by now, to know that I’m not talking about throwing up 

our hands and simply seeing what God can do.  The story of God is that of a partnership – the 

repeated narrative of the power of God unfolding in and through the faithful discipleship of 

God’s people.  God doesn’t just do it on God’s own.  But neither do we!  And that, I want to 

suggest, is a critical piece of that resolution puzzle that is so often overlooked. 

 

I couldn’t help but picture, this week, that child with a new bike, or ball, or pogo stick, or 

whatever else it might be, and that moment that he or she masters the act.  “Look Mom,” they cry 

out, “look at what I can do!”  It’s a wondrous and joy-filled moment of glee when that child feels 

that sense of accomplishment.  All too often, however, I think that becomes the model for 

everything that follows.  In our families, in our careers, in our homes, and most certainly in those 

resolutions…again and again…it’s something that we are going to do…it’s something that we 

are going to accomplish…it is a way that we are going to succeed.   
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The hope of Simeon, however, and that of Anna, and Isaiah, and Longfellow, didn’t come from 

the hope of what they would do in the year ahead.  No, their hope came from that which they 

knew God would do.  And, as we look to the much-anticipated possibilities of 2023, I wonder 

how many of our resolutions might be more successful if we took that into account.  I wonder 

how many more resolutions might make it past week one, and even to year’s end, if we focus a 

little less on our capacity to do it, and a little more on God’s love and power seeing us through to 

that which can be. 
 

 

  

 

 

 

 


