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The Christmas carol we just sang was written by Phillips Brooks, a noted Episcopal priest and Bishop in Massachusetts in the late 1800’s.  Rev. Brooks was rector of Trinity Church Boston and the stories about him abound in that place.  One story is told of a trip Rev. Brooks took to Bethlehem.  It is said as he walked those ancient streets he wondered what the tiny hamlet of less that 300 people felt on that first Christmas Eve.  Were they filled with a sense of energy and expectancy; filled with the sense that something was about to happen?  Brooks seems to believe that the universe was on high alert that night for in O Little Town of Bethlehem he tells us the morning stars were ready to proclaim the Savior’s birth and the angels were watching; watching and waiting.
In the annals of history there have been many nights filled with watching and waiting.  It must have been amazing to watch the dawn’s early light shine on America’s tattered flag as the War of 1812 turned and our nation’s freedom began to rise.  It must have been breathtaking to stand on the cusp of a new day and watch as the wall in Berlin fell; bricks and mortar no longer standing as a sign of a country divided.  And I cannot imagine what it was like to stand in Soldier’s Field on an early November night as thousands cheered when a new President elect was announced.  

In the annals of time there have been many nights filled with watching but one historic night, and the tradition it called into being 146 years ago, has left its mark on my heart.  On the last night of December, as 1862 gave way to 1863, men and women of African descent waited and watched; feeling the expectancy and the energy of the moment when the Emancipation Proclamation would move from a piece of paper to the law of a nation. Ever since 1862 December 31st has been celebrated as the night that watched a nation turn from slavery to freedom and it was the night that called a new tradition into being, the tradition of  Watch Night.  Each New Year’s Eve – in churches like the one of my youth – beginning about 10 pm; one can hear the sounds of song and the prose of prayer ringing from sanctuaries across the nation as people gather to remember and give thanks and praise as the New Year arrives.
As a child Watch Night Services were a wondrous thing.  I remember my sister and me sitting between our parents in a church that was not yet warm.  I remember the singing and the praying filling the room and our souls.  Prayer and praise, hope and tears, words of love and of scripture rained down like a gentle shower and each person knew they were being covered, being protected, being held from all hurt harm and danger as one year passed into the next.
And I remember the special language of Watch Night Service.  It is a language of seeking God’s presence.  Deacon Anderson, a Deacon of my childhood who is long gone from this world, would bow and say “Lord, its’ once more and again that a few of your hand made servants have gathered around the throne, head bowed, body bent.  And we do come not for shape, form or fashion, but we come because you are a mind regulator, you are a heart fixer, you are a wheel in the middle of a wheel, you are the Alpha and the Omega and we just stopped by to ask you to come by here Lord.”  Yes, Deacon Anderson would pray until it felt as if heaven itself had bent low to listen.  
And the language of watch night also included asking God for forgiveness. Deacon Bolden or Deacon Gould would continue in prayer, “God who sits high and looks low, God who knows every thought of every heart gathered here tonight, we are sinners, we have done what we ought not do, but God we are so grateful that we are sinners saved by your grace.  Shower down on us your mercy and favor, forgive us and lead us.  Draw us close to your ever bleeding side.  Lord of all good things, remember not the sins of our youth, but see the desire in our hearts to serve and to love you.”
Then someone else would begin to sing, “Father I stretch my hand to thee no other help I know, if thou withdraw thyself from me, oh whether shall I go?”  About this time in the service the clock would have moved closer to midnight and, even though the old church was still cold, no one noticed, because everyone was caught up in the prayers, in the song and in the testimony time.  Testimony time was a portion of the service when someone, anyone, could get up and say something that was on their hearts.  Mrs. Bass, Rita's and my earliest Sunday School teacher was likely to be the first one up.  She would say, “God has blessed me and kept me.  God is my strength, and I love him.  You pray my strength in the Lord and I will pray yours.”
But, sometimes the testimonies were not of glad tidings.  Sometimes they were filled with the human pathos of life lived without sufficient resources.  Sometimes someone would stand and speak of the hardship of a child who was lost to the streets, or of a financial situation that was too difficult to shoulder.  Sometimes the stories were hard to hear on the eve of a new year, but what better time to hear them?  What better time to cry out from the depths of the soul, cry out for help and deliverance, cry out just like the 130th Psalm, O LORD, hear my voice and be attentive to my prayer!  Yes the writer of the Psalm cries out, O LORD, hear my voice!  Yes, like the many that surrounded me on the Watch Night Services of my youth and my adulthood; the author of this ancient text pleads with God to hear his voice.  

And we, like the Psalmist, sometimes find ourselves crying out, sometimes pleading for God to hear our voices and answer our call.  And, just like the Psalmist we know that if God counted all of our mistakes, all of our missteps against us, we could not stand, we could not ask for any good thing.  But as the author of the Psalm watches, as he waits for one day to pass; one year to move into the next, he says but you oh Lord are a God of forgiveness and grace and because of your abundant mercy I know I may wait for you.  I may wait for you and I watch for you with the hope and the assurance of one who waits and watches for the morning’s light.  My soul waits and watches for you and just as sure as I am that the sun is going to rise; my God, that’s how sure I am that you are going to come and hear my cry, and answer my plea.  

And just like all of those mighty men and women whose voices still ring in my head from the Watch Night Services of my past the psalmist’s voice echoes through the centuries as one who waits through the darkness of the night and watches in hope.  
Beloved of God, as we sit on the cusp of a new year, as we look toward December 31st we know the pathos of the year that is passing.  We know the challenge of a year when financial institutions fell and war rose.  We know the difficulty of a year when auto plants shut down and the doors of more and more agencies focused on helping people opened up.  We know the emotion of a year that called from this life the likes of  Odetta, Tim Russert, Charleton Heston, Eartha Kitt, Ralph Riddell and Fred Foesterling.  We know these things and so we cry out, O Lord, hear our voices, pay attention to our needs.
But, beloved of God, like the Psalmist, no matter why we cry out we do not do so in simple striving or in vain.  We may cry out but we do so in hope; the hope that comes from following one who comes to bring hope and is himself hope.  In this season of Christmastide we cry out with hope for with Christ comes hope.  
The Apostle Paul has it right; we are saved by Christ’s hope.  Saved not because of who we are or what we have done, but saved because the Savior has come, bringing in his words and with his life the confident expectation, and that is the definition of hope, the confident expectation that with Christ there is joy and there is a future full of hope. 
We are saved by hope; saved from wondering if we are forgiven for the things that we did not do well in 2008 for we are reminded in John’s letters that we are forgiven for Christ’s sake.
  We are saved from wondering if we will have to go it alone in 2009 for the God of all creation tells us that we are ever accompanied by the Spirit; “Where can I go from your Spirit . . . ?  If I go up to the heavens, you are there; if I make my bed in the depths, you are there.  If I rise on the wings of the dawn, if I settle on the far side of the sea, even there your hand will guide me; your powerful right hand will hold me fast.”
   We are saved from wondering if 2009 will be a good year because through God has promised that all of our needs will be supplied through his riches in glory, riches made available to us and for us through Christ Jesus.
  

As we go from 2008 to 2009, like the Psalmist, we are waiting and watching, and even if we find ourselves crying out ; we know that we cry out with hope.  Though your New Year’s Eve is likely to be different from the Watch Night Services of my past, I still invite you to mark December 31st as a night to wait and to watch in hope.  Watch, in hope, for the presence of God’s Spirit in your body as you have a reasonable portion of health and strength to move into the New Year.  Watch, in hope, for the peace of God as stretch out in your bed, warm and safe, and sleep and wake to the light of a year that no one has ever seen before.  Watch, in hope, for the power of God as you breathe in New Year air knowing that you may move into your day with purpose and with power.  Yes watch for the plan of God in your life as, in hope, you seek opportunities to work for justice, live righteously, love all that come near, and share the good news of God’s love made real in Christ.

This is the final Sunday before Watch Night, and as 2009 rolls onto the front piece of time watch and welcome the new year praising God, crying out to God, thanking God, honoring God; or what ever your life and your heart call you to do but watch and welcome the New Year in hope; knowing that the God who loves you and moves beside you has already seen all of the days of 2009 and invites us to trust in Christ, be filled with the hope of Christ.  Watch beloved of God, the old year is passing, watch the new year is on the horizon, watch and know that the hope of God, made real in Christ, is in your heart and that the God who loves you is very near even now, and will be for all of your days.  This is our promise, this is our hope, as we watch the coming of another year. 
� Isaiah 43:18-19a.


� Psalm 139:7-10.


� Philippians 4:16.
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