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NEW YEAR—EXPECT THE UNEXPECTED
(01/12/2020)

Scripture Lessons: Acts 3:1-10
Mark 16:9-20

“But Peter said, ‘I have no silver or gold, but what I have I give you; in the name of Jesus Christ
of Nazareth, stand up and walk.” (Acts 3:6)

This morning, at the beginning of a new year, as we look back on the year that has

passed, on the decade that has passed, and strain our imagination to peer into the darkness and

mystery of the year to come, we encounter the matter of expectations.

Think about the past year, what you expected and what life actually brought you. I

suspect that in significant ways, life was not what you expected. Now think about the year to

come, what you anticipate. I hate to break it to you, but the year to come will probably differ

from your hopes, your wishes, your expectations in dramatic or unexpected ways.

The gifted writer and director Steven Spielberg once said, “All of us every single year,

we’re a different person. I don’t think we’re the same person all our lives.” Mr. Spielberg

echoes what the Greek philosopher Heraclitus noted several thousand years ago: that we can’t

step twice into the same river. We can’t do this because the river is constantly changing; it’s

never the same. Mr. Spielberg reminds us that we also can’t step twice into the same river

because we are constantly changing; we are never the same. This means that everything is

always new—not just in the New Year but in every moment of our daily life!

Our scripture reading from the Book of Acts illustrates the theme of expectations and

also the theme of healing. It speaks to our need for a faith-filled stance toward the uncertainty of

the year that lies ahead. It reminds us that life will bring not only pain and suffering, it will also

bring unexpected gifts. As we noted on Christmas Eve when we celebrated the unexpected gift

of the birth of the Christ child in a lowly manger, these gifts are God’s way of driving back the

darkness that threatens to envelop us as individuals, as a nation, and as a world.

In this morning’s scripture reading, we encounter a man who is lame. His ailment

appears to be attributable to a congenital weakness of his muscles because we are told he has

been lame from birth. We could also take his physical condition as symbolic, as referring to

something else, to a weakness or a limitation in the way he is approaching life. The exact nature
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of his disability isn’t important. For whatever reason, he is living his life as dis-abled and

dependent.

The unnamed man, who has set up shop by the gate of the temple, earns his living by

begging from those who enter. As Peter and John approach the temple, he makes his appeal. He

hopes that Peter and John will give him money. However, he receives something quite different

from that which he expected, something that is infinitely more valuable.

And Peter directed his gaze at him, with John, and said, “Look at us.” And he fixed
his attention upon them, expecting to receive something from them. But Peter said, “I
have no silver or gold, but I give you what I have; in the name of Jesus of Nazareth,
walk.” And he took him by the right hand and raised him up; and immediately his
feet and ankles were made strong. And leaping up he stood and walked and entered
the temple with them, walking and leaping and praising God.

This is an amazing story! The man asks for something to make his disability more bearable.

What he receives is the power to overcome his disability, to be healed or made whole.

When we read a biblical story, we can think of it as something that happened several

thousand years ago. We can also think of it like a dream, as a story that tells us something about

ourselves. When we look at it this way, all the people in the story are part of us.

If explore the part of ourselves that is like Peter and John, we may discover some of the

resources we have to offer to others, that we have to offer to our church, that we have to offer to

life. Peter and John were disciples, followers of Jesus who, after their encounter with the Holy

Spirit, became apostles, people who carried the good news of God’s healing love to the world.

This is what we are called to be as Christians—both disciples and apostles, followers of Jesus

and incarnations of Jesus’ spirit in the world.

This is beautifully expressed at the end of the Gospel of Mark, in the passages that

describe Jesus’ ascension. Mark tells us that Jesus left his disciples and ascended into heaven.

So, what happened after that? Mark tells us, “And they [the disciples] went out and proclaimed

the good news everywhere, while the Lord worked with them and confirmed the message by the

signs that accompanied it.” You see, Jesus wasn’t gone. He was now present in the world in and

through his apostles; he was working in the world through his apostles—as he now lives and

works through us.

As disciples and apostles, we often set our expectations too low in what we expect from

our faith and what we give. We offer gold and silver when we have the power to offer ourselves.
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Perhaps this is because we forget that Jesus is within us, that Jesus is working right along with us

to bring healing and wholeness to a broken world. Scripture tells us that Jesus gave his disciples

“authority over unclean spirits, to cast them out, and to heal every disease and every infirmity.”

If we live our life as individuals and as a church with an attitude of faith, even a measure as

small as a grain of mustard seed, we will see miracles in our lives and in the lives of others.

We are like Peter and John, but we are also like the beggar—limited and in need of

healing. The healing for which we long may be physical, a need to be healed of some illness or

condition that keeps us from living a healthy and vital life. The healing for which we long may

be emotional or relational--the need to be healed of some affliction that causes us pain or causes

pain to others. The healing for which we long may be spiritual—the need to deepen our

relationship with God and place God in the center of our life. When we identify with the beggar

in the story, we come face to face with our own wounds, with our own need to be healed.

We all have our weaknesses and infirmities, the self-defeating attitudes and limiting self-

concepts that cripple us. God has the desire and the power to heal us. Here is where our

expectations can hold us back, especially if our expectations are too limited.

I know it sounds strange, but many Christians seem to have no expectations of God in

relation to the healing which they desperately need. Is it because we really don’t believe in

God’s healing power? We live our lives as if God didn’t exist. We don’t bring God into the

depths of our relationships, our struggles and our conflicts. We don’t utilize the resources of our

faith when we are going through a difficult period in our life.

Of course, our expectations of God may be unrealistic. We may expect God to bail us

out of every difficulty, to construct a life for us where pain, illness, tragedy, and death play no

role. If we have these kinds of unrealistic expectations, then when God doesn’t meet our

expectations turned demands, we turn away angry and bitter, missing the gifts that we have

actually been given, gifts that can help us transcend the pain we are experiencing.

If we look at the spiritual giants of the Bible, it is clear that God did not intend them to

live a life of peace and tranquility. If God did not try to make their lives free of struggles and

suffering, then why do we believe that this is the kind of life that God wills for us? God does not

remove all burdens from our shoulders; God gives us the resources we need to carry these



4

burdens with grace. God also gives us unlimited opportunities for love, countless experiences of

healing and moments of joy if we will only open our eyes and our hearts to experience them.

Think back to the beginning of this past year. Think of the hopes, the expectations you

brought to the year you have just lived. I suspect that last year was not what you expected. Is it

ever? I suspect it brought more pain and hardship that you anticipated. It may have brought

more illness. It may even have brought the death of someone you loved.

And here we are—stepping forth into the New Year. We meet here this morning to

renew our faith, to affirm our trust in that God who is the source, the sustaining power, and the

end of all life. We come to draw strength and comfort from each other that we might be the

recipients of unexpected healing in the year to come, and that we might offer that healing

message, that healing presence to others.

As we step forward into the New Year, let us do so with hope. The hope that we bring to

the year that lies ahead is based on more than wishful thinking. It is based on past experience. It

is based on the realization that some wonderful things happened to us this past year. When we

were struggling, someone unexpectedly reached out to us. When we were feeling alone,

someone visited us. When we were discouraged, someone or perhaps even the scriptures spoke a

word of hope. When we made a mess of our lives, someone forgave us. When we were going

through a difficult time, we were sustained by the knowledge that people cared.

As we step forward into the New Year, let us try to remember not only the pain, but also

all the wonderful things that happened this past year. Remember those moments when your life

was touched by love. Recall those unexpected experiences of healing that took place. Discern

how God’s guiding, sustaining presence accompanied you on your journey.

The Gospel tells us we should face life with the eager expectation of the beggar by the

temple gate. We should also remember that what we expect, what we think we want from life,

may be quite different from what we receive. Life will not be what we expect: however, in some

strange ways it may be better.

There were moments of sadness in our little church this past year. However, there were

also moments of joy. I don’t know how you could weigh them in a balance because the moments

of sadness often give rise to moments of joy. Ultimately, the beautiful things that happen in this
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little community and in our lives are more powerful than the pain that we experience. At least

they will be if we remember them.

Like Peter and John, we are called to be not only disciples but also apostles. We are

called to give what we have, to share what we have with those who are in need. We are called to

respond to the beggar who sits by the gate of the temple, to the member of a minority group, to

the refugee, no matter where we encounter this person of great need in the year to come.

Like Peter and John, we can only give what we have. However, as scripture reminds us,

we have a lot more than we know. Because we are more than we think we are, we have more to

give than we realize. We may not only receive unexpected gifts in the year to come; we

ourselves may be an unexpected gift. We may be or have or say exactly what someone needs,

what our church needs, and what our world needs in the year to come.

I recently heard an example of this. This is apparently a true story.

A certain school system had a program to help children keep up with their schoolwork

while they were hospitalized or home recovering from a hospitalization. This is called home-

hospital tutoring; Darlene was a home-hospital tutor for the school system in Foxborough before

she went into teaching English as a Second Language.

One day a teacher assigned to the home-hospital program received a call asking her to

visit a particular child. She asked the child’s homeroom teacher what she should focus on in

their visits. The homeroom teacher said, “We are studying verb tenses and the proper use of the

apostrophe. I’d be grateful if you could help him with these, so he doesn’t fall too far behind.”

When the teacher went to see the boy in the hospital that afternoon, she discovered that

the boy had been so badly burned that he was hovering on the point of death. Realizing that he

was in great pain, she stammered, “I’ve been sent by your homeroom teacher to help you with

verb tenses and the use of the apostrophe.” She did the best could with a shortened lesson and

left, feeling that she had accomplished little.

When the teacher returned to the hospital several days later, she was met by the head

nurse. “What did you do to that boy?” the nurse asked. The teacher felt she must have done

something wrong and began to apologize. “No, no,” said the nurse. “You don’t know what I

mean. We’ve been worried about that little boy. He seemed to have given up on life and lost the
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will to live. But ever since your visit, his whole attitude has changed. He’s fighting back, and

he’s finally responding to treatment. It’s as though he’s decided to live.”

When the teacher asked the boy what had happened, he explained his change in attitude.

He admitted that he had given up all hope of recovery because he thought that everyone had

given up on him. However, after her visit, he came to a sudden realization. He expressed it this

way: “The school system wouldn’t send a teacher to work with verb tenses and the proper use of

the apostrophe for a child who was dying, would they? That would be a waste of time and

money. So apparently I am going to live!”

This story illustrates the theme of special and unexpected gifts. Never mind that there are

problems with the way the boy understood what happened. When I think back to some of my

high school English teachers, they would absolutely try to teach verb tenses to someone who was

dying! Better late than never! I know English teachers that would teach grammar to someone on

the verge of death. After all, if you are going to meet your Maker, it might be a good idea to get

your act together! And what better place to start than demonstrating the proper placement of that

pesky apostrophe, especially in the case of plural possessives? Instead of giving you a Bible or a

prayer book, English teachers would be more apt to give you a copy of Strunk and White. They

would also point out that a little alliteration doesn’t hurt—not too much, just a little.

Seriously, however, the story reminds us that we never know the importance of what we

bring to a conversation, the importance of the gift we may be giving to a person in a relationship,

even in a visit. It is a reminder that we, you and I, can be a gift. It is a reminder that God can

work in the world, that God does work for healing and wholeness through us. It is also a

reminder that when we give, we also receive.

Let us step forward into the new year with the courage to embrace whatever it brings. Let

us step forward with hearts that are open to the many gifts, the many moments of joy, the many

moments of healing that, along with our pain and struggles, will be a part of this strange and

wonderful journey in the year to come.
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