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TEXT: Philippians 3:13-14 ". . . But one thing I do, forgetting what lies
behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward
the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus."

Strictly speaking, the Festival of the New Year is not a part of the
Christian calendar. But perhaps it should be. For if there is any lesson to be
learned either from our own living or from the lives of those men and women who
are recorded in the Bible, it is that God is constantly calling us forward; out
of the past, through the present, and into the future. Whether we are ready for
it or not, life never stands still. But, like a mighty river, it moves ever
onward to some new vista, some new adventure, just around the bend. And our
vocation as a Christian people is to move with it, ready to discover God's new
purpose and to devote ourselves and our energies to its achievement. What
better time to celebrate that recurring newness of life than here today on this
last Sunday before the beginning of a new year?

But if we are to make the most of our new beginnings, we must first learn
to let go of the past. That is not to say that the Christian life has no place
in it for memories, for in one way or another, each of us is blessed and
enriched by recollections from the past. Most of us, for instance, are bound by
the ties of love to parents, or spouses, perhaps even to children, who live now
in God's eternal presence. For the time being, at least, our only real contact
with those dear ones is through the ministry of remembrance. And there is
nothing wrong, and a great deal that is right, about that.

Then, too, there is much to be learned from the past, whether it is our own
individual past or the corporate history of the race. A great philosopher,
George Santayana, once wrote, "Those who are ignorant of their own history are
condemned to relive it." And, as a former history professor, I would certainly
not dispute him. One of the things that sets us apart from other animals and
which makes possible the great achievements of science and art, is our ability
to stand upon the shoulders of earlier generations. To learn from them. To
build upon their accomplishments.

But that is just the point. The past is to be built upon and not to be
wallowed in. Savor its goodness, if you will. Learn from its experiences by
all means. But remember above all that it is past. It can be remembered, but
it can never be recalled. Where the past is full of warmth and beauty, let us
be grateful, but not greedy. Let us rejoice in its goodness and then release it
to God to whom it rightfully belongs. Where it is tinged with sorrow or regret,
let us learn not to repeat its mistakes, and then offer it to God for cleansing
and healing. Only in that way are we liberated to live in the present and to
look forward to the future. If we want to make the most of our new beginnings,
we must first learn to release the past.








