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When I was growing up, the three principle women in my family split up the end of the year holidays.  My mother hosted Thanksgiving at our home on the ranch.  My Grandma Lyman did Christmas Eve with Grandpa at their house in town.  And my Grandma Dana took New Year’s Day.  Everyone looked forward to that first meal of the year.  My Grandma Dana also lived on the ranch in her own little one-bedroom house just up the road from our house.  When we went to her house for New Year’s Day dinner, the dozen or so people who showed up filled the house completely.  We would carry chairs from our house to hers when we went, because that was the only way to seat everyone.  Her little house was one of the first structures build on the ranch after it was founded in 1883.  And it fit my grandmother perfectly.

But the main reason we all looked forward to going to Grandma Dana’s house for New Year’s Day was that she always made fried chicken.  In her largest cast iron skillet she carefully heated the oil.  Then after dredging each piece of chicken in flour and spices, she would nestle them down in the oil to cook.  Half way through she turned each piece over.  When they were done, they came out of the oil to rest on a paper towel lined platter.  The smell was delicious.  And the taste matched it.  Everyone always said it was the best fried chicken they had had all year.  This made my grandmother proud.  But there were other reasons for her to be proud of her fried chicken.

You see, my Grandma Dana buy the chicken she fried for us on New Year’s Day.  She had killed it and dressed it herself during the summer before.  The pieces of chicken that she so carefully placed in the hot oil were no stranger to her.  She had known each bird that she cooked since it was a baby chick.  She had fed and watered it daily.  She had cleaned out its coop annually.  She had made sure no skunk, raccoon, or dog could get in the coop at night.  My grandmother had saved all the scraps from her own cooking throughout the year to feed her chickens.  And then, one by one, she had butchered them, first the males and then the older females.  Dressing two chickens a day, Grandma Dana had filled a large freezer with her birds.  On New Year’s Day we all got to enjoy her work.

On a well-run ranch, there is little room for sentimentality.  The only way to really make it work as a business (and not as an expensive hobby) is to know when something has outlived its usefulness.  Things live.  Things die.  New things are born.  The lines from a Mary Oliver poem could be the motto for anyone working in agriculture:

To live in this world you must be able to do three things:

To love what is mortal;

To hold it against your bones knowing your own life depends on it;

And, when the time comes to let it go,

To let it go.

We stand at the end of one year and at the beginning of another one.  We know this is an arbitrarily chosen day.  It is not New Year’s Day for a billion Chinese.  Nor is it the beginning of a new year for millions of Jews.  January one is simply western culture’s arbitrary starting place for the next 365 day cycle.  And yet it feels like something more to us.  It really does feel like the end of one thing and the start of something else.

I think there is something deeply religious about the secular holiday of New Year’s.  It taps into the religious impulse in each of us to make amends for mistakes in the old year and to resolve to do better in the new one.  New Year’s Day is about repentance, forgiveness, and reconciliation.  By focusing on merry making, the wider culture may want to gloss over the deeper needs met by this winter holiday.  But they are there all the same.  Though many have forgotten that the Christmas story does not end on Christmas day, we know that the wise ones from the East are still following their star.  We know that they are still on the journey.  They have not yet had a chance to give the gifts they so carefully carry.  What if one of those gifts is the gift of a new year?  What if it is a gift of a fresh start?  What if it is a gift of second or a third or a fourth chance?  What will we do with this gift?  How will we use it well?

If we can learn to live in a wholehearted way, we can trust that the new year will bring new opportunities even as it brings new challenges.  If we can learn to bring our whole selves to the promise of a new year, we will face its joys and sorrow with grace and resilience.  If we seek connection first, between ourselves and those we meet, our differences will melt away.  If we can let our whole selves been seen in this new year, peace and love will find us.  You have been given a gift.  I have been given a gift.  Now we must open that gift and use it well.

Not many more weeks after my Grandma Dana’s delicious chicken dinner on New Year’s Day, her house would be full again.  We grandkids couldn’t wait for this day either.  You see, it wasn’t too far into January that my Grandma Dana would get her new chicks for the year.  These little peeping, downy yellow birds would arrive at the feed store in town, often on a bitterly cold day.  My Grandma Dana would get a call that they had arrived and we would pile into her old turquoise blue Dodge with her to make the twenty mile trip to town.  With the car all warmed up, the man from the fed store would quickly transfer the crates of chicks to the back seat.  Then we would drive straight home—no other errands, our cargo was too precious.

Once we got back to my Grandma Dana’s house, it was another quick transfer to get the chicks from the car to the warmth of her living room.  There in an old washing machine box that she had set up with a heat lamp, we would open the crates of chicks.  The chicks would gently step out of the crates, peeping and looking around.  They would scratch at the food and the bedding that lined the box, instinctively beginning to act like full-grown chickens.  If two or three chicks had died during their long journey, we felt bad for them and rejoiced that almost all the chicks had made it alive.  Over the next month, the baby chicks would run and play and grow stronger in the washing machine box.  We kids would watch them for hours.

And then as the days got a little warmer and the chicks began to put on feathers, it would get harder and harder to keep them in the box.  It was time to transfer them to the chicken coop so that they could get used to being with the grown-up chickens.  Little by little we could begin to see which chicks were male and which ones were female.  The male chicks grew faster.  With no sentimentality whatsoever, my Grandma Dana would count the number of male chicks.  She knew they would be the first ones to grow big enough and fat enough to make a nice meal.  She knew that she really only needed one rooster.  She could see in those chicks, male and female, the continuation of her flock.  She could see in her mind’s eye the coming New Year’s Day, when a couple of these fine birds would feed her children and grandchildren, making them happy and contented.

An old year dies and a new one is born.  This is the life that we have been given.  Use the gift of this new year well.

So be it.

Amen.
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