
It was not all that long ago that I stood up here marveling at how we were already in the season of Advent, and now Christmas has passed and the New Year is upon us!  Does it feel like it's been a year since last New Year's?  Either way, here we are.  And though we are still in the Christmas season according to the church calendar, being that it's New Year's I figured we'd talk a bit about the past year, a sort of year in review, and about the year ahead and what to expect.  That's what I envisioned doing...  But then I read this passage: Ecclesiastes 1:3-11.

Reading.


Believe it or not, my first reaction to reading this passage was to laugh.  Nothing new under the sun?  If only the ancient writer of Ecclesiastes knew all the new things that have come about since this book of the Bible was written!  Being that technology is my forte, I immediately started thinking of all the technological advancements that humankind has made.  There are things we can do now that this author could not have even dreamed of.  My field of study for my bachelor's degree – computer science – is something that the ancient world, I'm sure, had no concept of.  The fact that I come to Morning Star every weekend is something that this author would marvel at – getting into a car, turning the key in the ignition, and simply pushing a pedal to propel myself down a highway, rather than walk or ride in a chariot or on a horse.  Things the we take for granted much of the time – refrigeration, heating systems, modern medicine, running water, electricity – are pretty new in the grand scheme of human history.


So, with all this in mind, while looking over news articles as I often do, I stumbled on CNN's 10 biggest tech stories of 2011.  Steve Jobs died, there were patent wars, social media was used as a tool for protests, and of course, Google+ was introduced – to name a few.  As I read all this, I realized something – much as I hate to admit it, the author of Ecclesiastes is right.  None of these things are really new.  Other technological innovators have lived and died before Steve Jobs, there have been patent wars ever since patents first began, and before those, fights over who was the first to invent something.  Protesters have been around long before social media and protesters using whatever happens to be available to them isn't really new there.  Google+ is Facebook without being Facebook, which itself is just taking groups of people and friendships into an online environment – there were relationships before Facebook and will be long after.  And of course, looking at my earlier examples, people traveled even before there were cars, and people were doing math and keeping records – the main things computers were originally used for – long before computers existed.  And as much as we may look at all our technologies  and say that they're new, they're really not all that new either.  Refrigeration is a method of preserving food, but there were methods of preserving food before refrigeration.  Modern medicine is a great thing, but people have been trying to figure out how to cure disease and heal injuries – and in many cases, not doing all that bad a job of it – before modern medicine.  The list goes on.


But that's only looking at things from a technological angle.  Could it be that this is correct about the rest of human experience, that there's nothing new under the sun?  That everything that has been is what will be?  By this line of thinking, we are destined to repeat the mistakes of the past, over and over again.  No generation will learn from those who came before.  Moreover, nothing we do really matters, and not only because we are destined to do what has already been done – as the text says, we don't remember people of long ago or their accomplishments, and people years from now won't remember ours.  Nothing that we do will truly be new, nor will our experiences be new – all things will simply be wearisome, as the writer says.


The writer's complaint about life in general mirrors one of my biggest complaints about computer science back when I was working on my bachelor's degree.  As much as I enjoyed programming, I quickly learned that there was really nothing to be learned.  Sure, there were different programming languages in college – Java and C++ – as up to that point I'd only used Basic.  But the principles in all those languages were the same.  The search algorithms were the same.  The logic behind recursion and if-then statements were the same in every programming language – to the point that there wasn't anything new to be written.  There was nothing innovative to be done, nothing to spice things up or make things truly interesting or fun.


This picture that Ecclesiastes paints for us – that there is nothing new, that nothing we do matters, that even our lives don't matter and won't be remember –  is a pretty bleak one, and I don't think it's completely untrue or incorrect.  But, that's only the surface meaning here, and while it's not wrong, it's also not the only thing one should take from this text.  There's something quietly comforting about this idea of nothing being new.  As much as I hated the fact that everything had been done already in programming when I was working on my bachelor's degree, it was also one of my greatest sources of strength, and it made programming very easy.  I didn't need to try to find out the best way to search through data, or to write a recursive algorithm.  Because it had been done before, all I needed to do was look to code that had already been written, and copy that.  And while the professors generally frowned on it, all the students did it anyway, quietly laughing at the fact that they expected us to rediscover something which had already been done – or in some cases something we'd already done ourselves –  and which there was no need to rewrite.


In much the same way, the fact that there's nothing new in life can be a source of great comfort and strength.  Some of God's greatest blessings are the very things which Ecclesiastes states are tiresome – the sun rising and setting each day, the wind continuing to blow and circle around the earth, the cycle of water flowing into the oceans repeatedly from rivers.  These are the very things which allow us to continue to live.  Without those simple patterns, the earth would be in a disarray and unable to support life.  In much the same way, without the experiences of others and this lack of new things and experiences, we'd be unable to go on living.


An episode of 7th Heaven comes to mind here.  In that episode, Matt, the reverend's teenage son and his mother are robbed at gunpoint while pulled over on the side of the road.  The very next time he gets behind the wheel of a car, he freezes up.  Being robbed the day before proved to be too much for him to handle.  His father spoke to him about it, which didn't seem to do all that much to help him.  What finally ended up helping him through that experience, and allowing him to move on was a victim's support group which his father directed him to.  That group didn't change anything that had happened – he'd still been robbed at gunpoint some days prior, and there was still fallout from that to deal with.  But the fact that he was not alone in it, that it had happened to others who were willing to share their experiences and their feelings, and to be with him in his, allowed him to move on and to go on living.


The fact that there's nothing new in life doesn't need to mean that everything is simply wearisome and uninteresting.  It also means that no matter what we face, no matter what challenges come our way, they have already been faced before.  Nothing is insurmountable – because every adverse situation that is has already been, and someone out there in the world has successful pushed through it, and gone on – and can give us the tools to do so when we don't think we can.  This isn't just the case for our personal lives, however – this is true communally as well.  Some other church out there has faced budget issues and had trouble paying the bills.  Other churches have had problems when their townships and boroughs have come in and forced them to take action.  Churches have had these problems – and overcome them, and pushed on through and kept going, just as the wind keeps blowing and going round and round, and just as the rivers continue to flow into the ocean.  In the same way, no matter what problems we face as a congregation, we will overcome them, and continue to survive and minister as churches do – and while our ministry may not be new, while it may be the same as other churches have done in the past, it will still be meaningful.


There is another side to this understanding of Ecclesiastes as well.  It isn't simply that others have experienced things which we are going through – we have all experienced things which are currently challenging others, and can offer the comfort of our experience.  These don't need to be huge, monumental challenges that we've faced either.  Some of the most mundane things we've faced can seem enormous to someone who has not experienced them.  And in these situations the best help we can offer isn't necessarily our help, but our understanding of a fellow human being's situation and compassion.  What often makes things challenging – mundane or not – is the perceived “newness” of it, the fact that it is something that one has simply never faced before.  But you may well have faced that very thing, which is not new at all because nothing is truly new, and can be the person whose mutual experience provides the strength and comfort needed in a situation.  And similarly, Morning Star can be the church that helps other churches and other groups of people to push through the challenging, “new” situations in their lives.


So, do you have a New Year's resolution this year?  Are you looking back, wondering what you should have done differently?  Or are you looking ahead, wondering what “new” things God is planning in your life or what “new” struggles you may face?  Don't do any of those things this New Years' – the point isn't to try to see the new which isn't really there anyway, it isn't to look back to see what things you've already done and should have done differently – things which no one will end up remembering anyway.  The point is to see God's presence with you in and through what has already been.  To see God guiding you through the experiences of others – and to realize that God is pushing you to do the same thing for others through your experiences!


Are you going to make a resolution this year...  Or are you going to resolve to be present in other's struggles, and to allow them to be present in yours?  Amen.

