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Sunday, January 2, 2022 
The Promise of New Joy 

John 1:10-18, Jeremiah 31:7-14 

Rev. Dr. Chris Keating 

 

 God’s promised  newness comes as a light shining in the darkness, fleshed with human skin, 
promising abundance and revealing glory.  

 

  Statistics suggest that most Americans remain optimistic about the new year, which is 
somehow surprising when you realize that 2022 is pronounced 2020-two, and that it seems 
many Americans got Covid for Christmas. But researchers at the website YouGovAmerica say 
about 86% of Americans believe that 2022 will be about the same or better than 2021, a sign 
that we continue to yearn for something fresh. 

 Optimism inspires millions of people will make New Year’s Resolutions in hopes of 
renewing those fleeting feelings of freshness. We fuel up on the power of positive thoughts as 
expressed by the French psychologist Emile Coue, who introduced the “autosuggestion” 
method made famous by repeating the inspirational mantra, “Every day, in every way, I’m 
getting better and better.”  

 I once heard a story that illustrates that the repeating of that mantra can be dangerous. 
Apparently, there was a sales rep who was a miserable failure. The  boss sent this rep to a 
seminar on positive sales strategies which included a workshop on using positive self-talk as a 
motivator for success. The problem is the man had a terrible memory and could never 
remember the mantra. He decided to tie a knot on a piece of string each time he repeated the 
words so he would not lose track. But that didn’t work out so well, and soon the man fell far 
behind in sales and was called into his bosses’ office. What was going wrong? The man told his 
boss he had no idea. Each morning, he said, he would get up and grab the string to start 
repeating the autosuggestion. “I get up in the morning,” he told his boss, “And I pick up my 
string and then I recite, ‘Every day, in every way, I am (knot) getting better; every day in every 
way, I am (knot) getting better.” 

 An optimistic outlook is essential to our well-being, and positive self-talk is certainly part 
of that. Our faith, however, leads us to see that the fresh joy God offers goes well beyond 
positive self-talk. 

 Both scriptures today remind us that our lives are grounded in hope that exceeds 
human optimism. They challenge us, in the words of author Joyce Rupp, to consider the New 
Year as God’s gift of freshness that renews and nourishes our relationship to God. Freshness 
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offers the opportunity to see hope growing out of the chaos and clutter of our old failures, 
struggles, and grief. John and Jeremiah uphold a vision of God’s entrance and activity in our 
lives that is bold and invites us to live with renewed confidence. This freshness invites us to 
dare. It calls us to daringly imagine a year that is as fresh as clean sheets, as abundant and 
joyful as a new box of crayons, as crisp as the pages of a new book? 

  The freshness of a new year comes to us in the promises of scripture. John’s majestic 
prologue commands our attention. It is a hymn of praise, an opening overture to the whole of 
the gospel. The verses echo the story of creation, working together to alert us to the promise of 
the incarnation. All of it centers on the promise that “the light shines in the darkness and the 
darkness did not overcome it.” 

 During Christmas Eve worship, our son in law took a picture of the candlelight 
communion service. His wife, our daughter, shot him a look and said, “What are you doing?” 
But the photograph was amazing: his candle, sharp in focus, shining in the darkened sanctuary 
against a backdrop of less focused flickering candlelight. 

 Our challenge this new year is allowing the candles to burn bright. Suddenly, we have 
discovered that Covid-19 has enrolled for its junior year1. Cases are on the up-tick, and it seems 
that America got Omicron for Christmas. Many of us are boosted, masked, tested, and above all 
else, fatigued.  We had hoped that 2021 would be the year we left Covid behind. We had hoped 
that by now things would have “returned to normal.” 

 But as dark as it seems, the light of God’s love shines brighter. This is what we have 
learned, I believe: as the people of God, we live with our legs planted in the broken, chaotic 
messiness of our world while our arms reach toward the promise of God’s love. We have 
learned that the church, you, and me, are called to be those people who lean forward, who 
walk in the light. It is a documented phenomenon that death rates increase after the holidays—
just ask a funeral director, healthcare worker or pastor. I already have two funerals scheduled 
for this week. That is the reality of our lives. But the other reality is the God whose light shines 
in the darkness. It is easy, wrote Desmond Tutu, to be so “caught up in the clamor of the 
tragedy that fills the headlines” that we “forget about the majesty that is present all around 
us.”2 

 Do we dare imagine what it might be like to live with a hope that is more than the 
power of positive thinking, more than an optimistic outlook? 

 Joyce Rupp, the writer I just mentioned, looked out her window one cold New Year’s 
morning. What had once been a barren landscape was filled with the flourish of fresh snow. It 
created an amazing winter wonderland—sun streaking across the snow, tress outlined by the 

 
1 https://www.vox.com/22850742/omicron-covid-junior-year-resignation-fatigue-depression 
2 Tutu, “God Has a Dream: A vision of hope for our time.” 
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accumulating flakes, the world transformed. She writes that she recalled a line from the poet 
Gerard Manley Hopkins, ‘There lies the dearest freshness deep down things.”  

 That is what God offers to us today: freshness, abundant possibility, a promise of new 
beginnings.  

 That “dearest freshness” is a sign of what God is about to do. We spend some time 
looking back at the year past, recalling the struggles, the losses, the hurts. It is the freshness of 
John’s description of the incarnation, which, as one preacher has said, must be looked at by 
way of the losses and struggles we have endured:  

What does the incarnation mean when over 800,000 bodies, at least in the United 
States, are no longer on this earth? Where and how is the church standing behind and 
up for bodies that are being beaten and broken? Demeaned and disregarded? 
Overlooked and oppressed? That are depressed and worn out? That are differently 
abled and aged? What does the incarnation really mean past December 25?3 

  What does it mean? It means the message of Jeremiah and the witness of John offer us 
a hope that goes far beyond feelings of optimism toward the hope of God’s renewing and 
transforming presence.  

 It means we are offered the chance to keep the light of God burning.  

 One could never accuse Jeremiah of being a “sunny side up” sort of guy. He was not the 
sort of easy-going, happy-go-lucky sort of  person you’d invite to a dinner party. He was, 
honestly, quintessential doom and gloom, end-is-near-repent or you’ll be damned sort of 
prophet. Cheery words were  not part of his everyday vocabulary. 

 But in these chapters, Jeremiah turns away from gloom. He embraces a particular sort of 
hope—not the sort of “things will get better, by and by,” optimism, but a deep hope grounded 
in the promise of God who assures us: “I will turn their mourning into joy.” These verses from 
Jeremiah point to the character of a God who remains in relationship with Israel, and who 
promises Israel that they will be renewed. The exile was not to be the end for God’s people.  

 That is our good news: God gathers us together so that we may know the comfort of 
fresh joy. It is a gift to all who feel abandoned.  

 This is not only good news, but it is the heart of the message that we as God’s people 
should be sharing with others. We live in a time when so many are running on fumes. So  many 
are exhausted and beat up. Anxious, worried. As we meet today, I know a church that is so 
weary, so exhausted, so anxious that they cannot imagine a future with their current pastor – 
and so they will be voting quite soon to dismiss her. They have stopped seeing the freshness 
God offers. 

 
3 https://www.workingpreacher.org/dear-working-preacher/light-shines-on-a-weary-world 
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 That freshness, according to Jeremiah, is rooted in the pledge of God to bring newness 
precisely where there is no evidence that newness is possible.  


