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In the beginning, God!  That is how everything started, and starts.  At the beginning of this New Year, God . . . and us!  That is where we are this morning.
Personally, I find comfort in the reality of that situation.  Like most people, I experience varying amounts of anxiety having to go where I never have been before and not knowing what is there to challenge me, surprise me, hurt me, or help me.  Aware that God is in this new stretch of time and that God will be with me in every new place and in each new experience is a source of great comfort for me.  Honestly, though, I hate to admit it but, I would like a little more than that.  Yes, I know how ungraciously audacious that confession sounds; the presence of God with us should always be enough for us regardless of the situation.  But, I am trying to be honest with you.  And, honesty requires that I tell you that I want more than God’s presence; I want God’s presence and God’s words.  I would like to have a conversation with God in which God would tell me something of the content of the year ahead and provide me with some idea of how I should handle the challenges related to that content. 
Biblical images fill my mind and motivate me regarding a good personal attitude.  I see the old prophet with the odd name—Habakkuk—shaking his fist at the heavens while demanding that God show up for a conversation with him—not so that Habakkuk can hear from God but so that God can hear from Habakkuk.  That is not my primary need.  Yes, to be sure, there are lots of things I would like to say to God—I have questions to ask, protests to make, and statements to declare.  But, I am fully aware of the folly of me trying to tell God about a stretch of time and a way of life that I know virtually nothing about and that God knows everything about.  As the old Broadway show suggests, “My arms are too short to box with God.” 
 The image to which I am most drawn is that of the Hebrew prophet Isaiah engaged in a conversation with God as a result of God’s invitation—Come let us reason together (1:18).  A contemporary translation renders the words of God’s invitation as Come now, let us argue it out.   
But, how should I proceed?  I have heard no new word from God in a long time.  No divine vision has interrupted my sleep.  I have not ascended to the top of a mountain where God spoke to me amid rolling thunder and zigzagging lightning.  
My long-deceased but still-missed hero Carlyle Marney once offered sound counsel for dealing with the silence of God.  If you do not have a new word from God regarding your situation in life, Marney advised, then proceed on the basis of the last word you received from God.   
That is where I am this morning, that is where I have been in recent days—listening to what God has said in the past that will be of help in responsibly negotiating this present moment that leads into a future about which none of us know more than little to nothing.  
Let me tell you what I have heard from God—the words of God that have endured for generations and today ring in my soul.  You do not have to know everything, God says, The better part of wisdom is understanding what you must know and what you do not have to know.  
Remember Adam and Eve.  The problem at the center of the old story about those two people was an inclination to play God.  Adam and Eve wanted to know everything, God continues, Why they even wanted to know what I told them they did not need to know and that it was best that they not know.  Adam and Eve got in trouble assuming they could be God-like, that they could make decisions that only the Creator-Redeemer of the Universe can make.
Listening to God’s words, I realize that there is a certain grace in not knowing everything about the future just as there is a form of grace to be found in the freedom that delivers us from the responsibility of making some kinds of decisions.  
Please do not misunderstand, God counsels, my words are not a commendation of apathy or ignorance.  Here is what you most need to know—God sounds emphatic—I love you—I love you beyond your comprehension to understand my love—and, out of this love, I will provide for your needs each day.  My love is forever.  My provisions will come to you day-by-day.  You may never be able to see as far into the future as you desire, but you always will be able to see far enough ahead of you to take one step.  I promise you enough light for the next step that you must take.  I promise you bread for the present moment of your hunger.  And, I promise you strength for taking on the task immediately in front of you.  
As I think about the staggering truth resident in those promises, God seems to explain the divine promises.  There is an economy to faith—the words come from beyond me—faith grows in obedience, strengthens on a journey.  You never know the fullness of faith unless you take the first step on the journey, unless you begin to obey.  Though you may never be able to see far into the future, if you will take each step into the future with faith, you will find faith growing as you walk.  
What a gift, I think out loud, trying my best only to listen, not to speak.  Words of gratitude escaped my mouth before I knew it; I had intended to be perfectly quiet.  But, now, since I have broken my silence, I think, I might as well ask a question that will intensify my listening.  What do you expect of us, God?  So many people have so many different views on this matter.  What words must we use when addressing you; must we all call you by the same name?  And, how often must we pray, go to church, and speak of you to others?  Can you, would you, give us some numbers?  
Suddenly, I feel like I am pressing things a bit; so I fall silent.  I want you to love me—the words I hear seem to come from the heart of mystery and the center of the universe at the same time.  I have no doubt that God is speaking.  I want you to love me.  But, don’t even think about saying that you love me unless, at a minimum, you are committed to guaranteeing justice to everybody and relating to everyone mercifully.  People who do not care about justice and mercy for everybody are people who do not even know me much less love me!  I hear pathos in God’s voice as God continues to speak. 
I know how much religious people talk about faith, and I appreciate that.  But faith is not a passive reliance on someone else—not even on me.  Faith is an active phenomenon.  Faith finds its most honest expression in demonstrations of love toward people who may not seem all that loving.  
Surely, in reading the scriptures, you have read about my relationship with the people of Israel.  More than once, I had to risk misunderstanding by telling them that I hated their holy days because their observances were all about rituals and words, not about taking care of the poor and working for peace.  In that regard, I have not changed.  I hate it when you observe festivals like Christmas and Easter by doing no more than attending worship services and perpetuating traditions.  My world needs justice.  Some of my children are being denied their divinely-given rights to food, health care, education, freedom, and peace.  What is worse, some members of my would-be family do not even seem to care about their brothers and sisters in need.  I do not understand.  I fluctuate between anger and disappointment.  Your world—the world that I have entrusted to you—has enough resources that no one—not one person—has to be in need.  But, having everything that they want seems more attractive to some than eradicating the needs with which others spend every hour of every day.  I an warning you, do not pretend to worship me and declare your love for me as long as there are people about whom you do not care and for whom you refuse to provide help.
            Read the Bible; it will help you understand what I am saying to you.  The people who wrote the Bible got it right; they understood me.  The little book of James, for example, is an early version of a volume that properly could be entitled “Christianity For Dummies.”  It is as simple as it gets—loving me and serving me involve taking care of the poorest and weakest among you.  Faith means trusting me enough to act on the principles that justice is the social expression of love and that peace in the world is as important as peace in an individual.  
Frankly, I am weary of double-talk within the church.  I know how much you spend on war and how much you spend on peace.  I know the economics of injustice and the consequences of violence.  I have put a pen to your priorities and the bottom line is a crimson red if totaled by the math of spirituality.  Too many people have been left out.  Your figures do not balance with your declarations of concern.  Your investments reflect sanctified selfishness, not compassion.
            I have to speak; God is talking about us, people whom I love.  “This is hard to take, God,” I blurt out, “I am having trouble listening to you.  For the most part, we are trying.  Besides, you have not said a word about the personal moral principles that we talk about most.  Why have you not mentioned humility, truth-telling, sexuality, and tithing?  You are drawing the line of moral responsibility way too high, in my opinion; you are talking so much about the world and society that I wonder why you are not speaking more locally.”  
            God seems to respond with a sigh.  All of that is important—the issues of individual morality.  But, you will get that right if you start with the basics and hold the world in your heart.  Love me.  If you love me, you will care for my people—all of my people—by doing justice and acting mercifully and establishing peace.  And, if you do that, humility will be a snap as will honesty and all the rest that you mentioned.
            “This is tough, God.”  I cannot be quiet.  “It would be much easier if you would be more pleased by our church attendance than by our work for justice.  We do talk about reconciliation with you even if we do not work at reconciliation with each other.”
            You are getting the point, God says empathetically, you seem to be seeing the truth.  The essence of religion is not about looking or sounding religious.  The essence of religion involves behavior that many people may not associate with religion at all—being nice and respectful to all people, taking care of the poor and weak, caring for the earth that I entrusted to you in creation, advocating for the eradication of economic disparities, working for all people to enjoy health care, and challenging every act, policy, or thought that robs any person of the dignity and worth inherent in every individual.  Some people will try to compartmentalize all such behavior as nothing more than politics, ethics, or social activism.  Wrong.  Here is the essence of religion; here are the basic expressions of faith.
            That is what I expect of you, God says emphatically, as I sense that the conversation is coming to an end.  Now, let me tell you again what you can expect from me.  My love is unconditional.  My mercy is forever.  I want nothing more than for you to walk with me throughout the entirety of your life.  I want us to be as close together as your lungs are to breathing.
            Yes, I want perfection in you, but I know that you will make mistakes.  You will fail.  Your failures, however, even your grossest sins, will not negate my promises to you or cause me to write you off. I will always love you. Come heaven or hell, I will love you.  
            I am overwhelmed.  I speak with soft protest but genuine appreciation and warm welcome.  “Frankly, God, this sounds too good to be true.  It is such a different approach to you and such a different understanding of faith than I typically hear.  Most of us have been led to assume that what you want most from us is for us to measure our words in prayer, to state our beliefs in precise words that convey orthodoxy, and to appear good even if we know we are not good.  But, you turn all of that upside down, though I am sure that you would say “you turn it right side up.”  And, then, you assure us of your love.  We keep thinking that we must earn your love. Isn’t this all too good to be true?  Who are you?  How do I know who is speaking?” 
My name is I AM—the words roll and echo—the same as it was when Moses asked me a similar question ages ago.  My very name assures you of my constant presence—I AM.  Divine love is with you always and in all ways, on every step of a journey through a New Year and more.  I AM!  You can encounter me in a burning bush on the backside of a desert or in a manger set up in some cave in a little known village in the Middle East or hanging at the end of a rope in Nazi Germany or dying with a starving child in Ethiopia or hurting with a family devastated by the tsunami in Sri Lanka or working with an ambassador for peace in Iraq or sitting with an elderly woman in a nursing home in Monroe or fidgeting with a child who is trying to learn to read in a public school classroom in West Monroe or in a sanctuary or a bedroom or on a street corner or in your car.  I AM.  I AM was, is, and will be with you.  
My beloved son, Jesus, who is the image of the divine in human form—as much of the divine as can ever become human—said it succinctly: I am with you always.  
            Maybe it was the word that I wanted to speak but bit back or maybe it was the puzzled, almost disbelieving, look on my face, but God seemed to anticipate my response. Before I can think or say that it might not be that way for me, God speaks again.
            Don’t be so audacious as to think that you are an exception to my promises. You will not cause me to change my nature.  I AM WHO I AM and I ALWAYS WILL BE WHO I AM whether relating to you or to anyone else, whether yesterday, today or tomorrow.
            So, lift up your head.  You are not alone.  All of you; lift up your heads!  Have a good journey through this year.  Be assured of my love every step of your way through it.  And, know that, as I am with you in the beginning, I will be with you at the end.  Indeed, at the end of this and every journey, I will be waiting for you with open arms.  Keep the faith!  Safe travel!  
            Silence; there is prolonged silence.  I am speechless.  What has happened?  God has answered my questions about guidance and addressed my need for assurance.  Both were available before I ever asked.  I am reassured in my understanding of God’s identity and nature and strengthened in my understanding of the priorities and responsibilities that are mine.  God’s expectations challenge me even as God’s promises comfort me.
Is this conversation with God, was this conversation with God, real?  After looking at the scriptures again, I know the answer is “yes.”  It’s all true.  Nothing I have heard from God differs from what God has been saying to us since the beginning of time.  Yes, it is all real.  God has spoken not just to me but to all of us.  
Good God!  The New Year has already started.  I best get on with my journey through it, traveling with humility before God and mercy toward others and working relentlessly for justice in our society and peace in our world.
            Such is the journey for all of us.  But, of course you do not have to believe me about that; you can ask and receive God’s word for yourself.  It’s a great way to begin a year, a day, or a new life.  Amen.
 
PASTORAL PRAYER
O God, when the rhythms and lyrics of music and the images and words of scripture and the wonderful ways and beautiful days in the march of time itself all usher us toward you, we begin to understand that nothing is more important than our relationship with you.  Then, knowing that what we most need is what you most desire for us, we sense the stirrings of a joy that will not yield to extinction.  In the deepest parts of our hearts, we feel the confidence engendered by this joy, and we are grateful.  Amen.  
 
SPECIAL PRAYER
AMID THE TSUNAMI TRAGEDY
O God, seldom do we witness tragedy of the dimensions that have unfolded before our eyes in Asia this past week.  Though we are familiar with the devastation wrought by war and the massive hurt that often follows human errors, we lack a capacity to comprehend a gift of creation gone so wild as to strike the beauty of the earth and the dignity of people as an act of terror.  The size of the horror mutes our words, scrambles our thoughts, and devastates our emotions.  We do not even want to look at the images from the scene of the tragedy; we prefer not to know more.  Perhaps a bit of evasion and denial will give us a modicum of peace even if such efforts at enforced ignorance offer no help to those still wet, bruised, shocked, and hurt from the raging water.
O God, it is almost too early to pray for healing and restoration.  Right now, help people through their shock, touch with a modicum of comfort the massive numbers of children whose parents were washed away from their care, the spouses from whom the loves-of-their-lives were snatched away by torrents from the ocean, the people who witnessed the dreams of their lives destroyed.
We do give thanks for the compassion and sensitivity that have emerged quickly from almost every part of the world community.  Enable us to tolerate this concern for more than a few days and to find ways to help the hurting, to clean up the devastation, and to facilitate restoration that will make a difference for good in generations to come.
Bless all of our gifts to those most in need and use us as you will to provide answers to their most pressing needs.  And in the midst of our cooperative efforts at relief, teach us—all of us—how to live as a global family that for all of us this may be a day, a time, of meaningful new beginnings.  Amen. 
 
