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Kyle Kooyers   associate director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

NOTE: This New Year’s Interfaith Insight col-
umn was fi rst written in 2018 .

What does New Year’s mean, spiritually?
Culturally speaking, New Year’s in the 

United States has become a time of parties, 
watching college football bowl games, making 
ambitious resolutions around personal health 
and happiness, and of course staying up to 
watch that ever-glitzy ball drop at midnight. 
While our present celebration of the New Year 
on Jan. 1 can be traced all the way back to the 
Julian calendar in 45 BCE, with modifi cations 
made up until the Gregorian calendar in 1582, 
we are still left with this question. For this 
answer, we might look to the wisdom of our 
diff erent traditions to see when, why and how 
they mark the beginning of the New Year.

In the Islamic tradition, Ra’s al-Sanah 
al-Hijriyah, or the Hijri New Year, marks the 
beginning of the year. Taking place the fi rst 
day of Muharram, the fi rst month of the lunar 
Islamic calendar, it moves ahead each year 
in the Gregorian calendar and thus occurs 
at various times through the year. During 
this month of remembrance, with the Day of 
Ashura being the tenth and most sacred day 
of the month, some Muslims make pilgrimage 
to commemorate and recall Prophet Muham-
mad’s emigration from Mecca to Medina, 
while others may choose to fast, give to char-
ity or attend evening prayer.

With a similar theme of remembrance 
and reflection, Rosh Hashana, which liter-
ally means “the head of the year,” is often 
referred to as the Jewish New Year. Taking 
place on the first day of the month of Tish-
rei, which usually falls in September or Octo-
ber, this autumn holiday is a time of intro-
spection, where one might reflect upon the 
previous year and plan to make changes for 
the year to come. This time, often associ-
ated with the creation of the world, is marked 
with a blowing of the shofar (a ram’s horn), no 
work, attending synagogue and eating apples 
dipped in honey, which anticipate a sweet new 
year.

Around the same time, Orthodox Chris-
tians mark the fi rst day of September, referred 
to as Indiction, as the beginning of the church 
year. Similar to Rosh Hashanah, this day is 
associated with the creation of the earth, with 
the added Christian emphasis of the day that 
Jesus began his ministry. With a focus on the 
earth and the harvest season, the occasion is 
marked by prayers and action for the environ-
ment, with thanksgiving for the abundance 
and provision of good weather and harvest 
over the past year. For Western Christians, 
Advent, beginning the fourth Sunday before 
Christmas, begins the New Year.

In the Baha’i faith, Naw-Ruz is the begin-
ning of the New Year. This day falls on the 
fi rst day of the month of Baha, on the spring 
equinox, around mid to late March. Called 
“The Day of God,” Naw-Ruz follows the Nine-
teen Day Fast as a festival for those who had 
completed the fast. With a focus on renewal, 
this time acknowledges the coming of spring 
and the newness of life that comes with the 
messages of the nine manifestations of 

God, including Jesus, Muhammad and 
Baha’u’llah. Work is halted as music, prayer, 
dancing and food mark the occasion.

Vaisakhi, sometimes called Baisakhi, is 
a New Year festival celebrated in Punjab in 
April by both Hindus and Sikhs. For some 
Hindus, this is an ancient celebration mark-
ing the spring harvest, the solar New Year 
and the sacredness of rivers. Hindus may 
bathe in rivers, such as the Ganges, visit tem-
ples, meet family and friends and share fes-
tive foods. For Sikhs, in addition to a harvest 
festival, Vaisakhi is a celebration commem-
orating several significant events, includ-
ing the birth of the Sikh order and the cor-
onation of the tenth Guru. Sikhs also bathe 
in bodies of water, holding kirtans, commu-
nity fairs and processions where people can 
gather and eat.

The Buddhist tradition, like Hinduism, 
has different celebrations of the New Year 
depending on country, region or ethnic 
background. In Tibet, The Buddhist New 
Year, which may fall in February or March, 
is referred to as Losar. Lasting for three days, 
this celebration progresses from being with 
family, on the fi rst day, to being with friends 
on the second and third day. People may visit 
decorated monasteries to seek purity and 
cleanliness, while also cleaning their homes, 
buying new clothes and preparing feasts.

In the spirit of cleansing, this insight 
would be remiss to not mention the Chinese 
New Year. While not tied to any one specifi c 
religious or spiritual tradition, the Spring 
Festival begins on the new moon that falls 
between mid-January and mid-February. 
This huge celebration honors deities both 
in the home and in the heavenly realm. One 
might celebrate the Spring Festival with 
reunion dinners with family, relaxation from 
work, house cleaning to rid oneself of ill-for-
tune and bad luck, red decorations of happi-
ness and good fortune, giving of money, and, 
of course, fi recrackers and fi reworks.

Whether we are talking about remem-
brance, thanksgiving, waiting, renewal, cel-
ebration, cleanliness or preparation, each of 
these New Year’s traditions  off er us a reori-
entation. In these times and seasons, our 
attentions are turned towards that which is 
most important — the presence of family, 
the presence of friends and the presence of 
divine work. As we consider our own work 
this year, perhaps we might seek a reorienta-
tion to the people around us .

Even if the midnight hour of Jan. 1 has 
passed, perhaps we can still make one sim-
ple resolution — to make a new friend, one 
of a diff erent faith or worldview, in order that 
our shared life might be a little bit richer in 
2020.
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Give some thought to 
reorient the New Year

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

RL asks, “How should lead-
ers respond to allegations of 
abuse in the church?”

The Rev. Ray Lanning, a retired min-
ister of the Reformed Presbyterian 
Church of North America, responds:

“For Presbyterian and Reformed Chris-
tians, the first resource to consult is the 
written Word of God. There are ‘general 
rules of the Word which are always to be 
observed’ (Westminster Confession, Ch. 
I, Sec. VI), such as ‘Let all things be done 
decently and in order’ (I Corinthians 14:40). 
In addition there are many specifi c provi-
sions regarding jurisdiction, charges, evi-
dence, witnesses, etc. Church leaders 
should take time to read scripture with 
an eye for such provisions. They embody 
divine wisdom and justice. Failure to com-
ply will result in injustice, strife and disor-
der in the church.

“Presbyterian denominations have a 
valuable resource among their constitu-
tional documents known as the ‘Book of 
Discipline.’ Ministers and elders seldom 
take the time to consult such a document 
until a crisis looms in the church under 
their care. To be unprepared for a crisis all 
but ensures that initial responses will be 
unwise and do harm. So get into the Book 
of Discipline now and discover what your 
duties are and how you ought to proceed, 
should action be required.

“In addition, there are obligations 
imposed by the laws of the state. Everyone 
in leadership should know what the law 
requires. Concern for the honor of God and 
the good name of his church should move 
us to comply with the law, and not conceal 
crimes committed by church members. 
It is far better to take steps to ensure that 
your church is a true sanctuary or haven of 
safety for the weak and the vulnerable. In 
this regard the ancient maxim applies: ‘Be 
what you would seem.’”

Fred Stella, the pracharak (outreach 
minister) for the West Michigan Hindu 
Temple, responds:

“It seems that religious institutions of 
all stripes have been paying for the karma 
of poor leadership in this area. The long 
history of patriarchal dominance, dismis-
sive concern for victims and protecting the 
perp is now fi nally being unraveled. This is 
not going to happen without a great deal of 
pain and frustration.

“Current research shows that there is 
a somewhat hostile relationship between 
law enforcement and congregations. Often, 
clergy would rather the case just ‘disappear’ 
rather than see it through to a just conclu-
sion. But if the goal of everyone involved 
is dharmic (godly), then all should aspire 
to investigation, confi dentiality until evi-
dence is procured, a fair hearing by all par-
ties concerned, conviction (when evidence 
is clear), punishment, rehabilitation and 
restoration.

“Much has been discussed about the 

need for greater transparency. While this is 
true, some recommend keeping any inves-
tigation private in its initial stages to make 
sure that any charges are credible.”

The Rev. Colleen Squires, minister at All 
Souls Community Church of West Mich-
igan, a Unitarian Universalist Congre-
gation, responds:

“I believe the best and most compassion-
ate way to respond is for leaders to put the 
victim first and foremost. Leaders would 
need to respectfully hear those who have 
been harmed and to acknowledge their pain. 
At times, a leader needs to take responsibil-
ity for the failings of their institution even 
if they did not personally cause the harm. 
And, finally, a leader would need to artic-
ulate a promise to correct and ensure the 
abuse will not happen again and deliver on 
that promise. When leaders put the protec-
tion of the institution’s reputation above and 
before people, everyone will ultimately suf-
fer.”

Chris Curia, the director of youth min-
istries at Fairway Christian Reformed 
Church, responds:

“Leaders have to respond by believ-
ing victims of abuse and taking the neces-
sary action to ensure the safety of the vic-
tim and their family. Furthermore, they 
must gracefully seek the truth of the situ-
ation and accept the consequences of their 
actions. Finally, leaders should cast a vision 
for amending or creating policies to ensure 
that further abuses never occur. If they are 
the alleged abusers, they should resign or 
take an extended leave from their work to 
assess their psychological fitness for the 
position.”

My response:
Begin by taking every report seriously. 

Less serious complaints, such as harass-
ment, should be investigated, and, if found 
to be true, the harasser should be given a 
warning, outlining possible consequences 
for further violations of behavioral stan-
dards. Another violation should result in 
consequences, such as being banned from 
communal worship.

More serious complaints, such as phys-
ical abuse, should not be handled inter-
nally. If reports of possible child abuse or 
neglect come to the clergy, remember that 
in the state of Michigan, clergy are man-
dated reporters. This means that we don’t 
have the option of deciding who to believe 
— if we hear about a possible crime involv-
ing a child, we are legally obligated to 
report it.

The law is less clear with respect to adults. 
Clergy are not explicitly included in the list 
of mandatory reporters for suspicion of elder 
abuse or neglect, although I would argue 
there clergy are implied in the social welfare 
provider category. If the leader or clergy of 
a congregation becomes aware of criminal 
acts, they should take appropriate action to 
protect the victim.

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

It is important to take 
reports of abuse seriously

Sarah Pulliam Bailey   Washington Post

One of America’s most famous sermons, 
“Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God,” 
probably took Jonathan Edwards close to 
an hour to deliver in 1741. Today, most white 
Protestant pastors wouldn’t dare keep peo-
ple in the pews that long.

In a new report released Dec. 16, the Pew 
Research Center analyzed nearly 50,000 ser-
mons posted online by 6,431 churches this 
year to find out how long Christian clergy 
preach and the words they use that distin-
guish them from one another.

Pew analyzed audio, video and word 
count of sermons to estimate the length of 
sermons in different denominations. The 
average length of a sermon, researchers 
found, is 37 minutes, but there are “striking 
diff erences” across traditions:
    › 14 minutes for Catholics.
    › 25 minutes for mainline Protestants.
    › 39 minutes for evangelicals.
    › 54 minutes for historically black Protes-

tants.
The Rev. Tim Keller, pastor of Redeemer 

Presbyterian Church in New York City, said 
when he started preaching 40 years ago, reg-
ular church attendance meant someone was 
in the pew three out of four Sundays. That 
number has dropped; now, a regular church-
goer appears maybe 1.75 out of four Sundays. 
He wonders whether that’s because many 
are listening to sermons via podcast or on-
line streaming as a fallback to showing up for 
a service.

“If I preach a good sermon, if you’re in 
the midst of other people, you’re going to 
remember it more and be shaped by it than 
if you pick (it) up in a podcast somewhere,” 
he said. “If it’s totally supplemental, then it’s 

fi ne. If, on the other hand, if it undermines 
the times you’re in Christian community, it’s 
disastrous.”

In a sermon heard around the world last 
year, the Rev. Michael Curry, who is the pre-
siding bishop of the Episcopal Church, deliv-
ered a message at the royal wedding of Prince 
Harry and Meghan Markle in about 13 min-
utes. In that message, he said, he focused on 
love because it was a universal theme.

“I was very aware in the sermon I was 
preaching that I couldn’t default to Christian 
vocabulary,” he said.  

VARIED VOCABULARY
Pew’s survey also found that certain 

words and phrases are used more frequently 
in the sermons of some Christian groups.

Evangelical sermons mention “eternal 
hell” and phrases about trespassing and sin 
and salvation more often than other Chris-
tian sermons.

Churchgoers at historically black Protes-
tant churches were eight times more likely 
than others to hear a phrase including the 
word “hallelujah.”

The language that most distinguishes 
sermons in mainline Protestant churches 
include “disciple … betray,” and “bent … 
look,” phrases tied to biblical stories.

The churches in the survey are not rep-
resentative of all houses of worship or even 
all Christian churches in the United States; 
they make up a small percentage of the esti-
mated 350,000-plus religious congrega-
tions nationwide, Pew notes. The churches 
that post sermons online tend to be in urban 
areas and have larger-than-average congre-
gations, according to Pew’s report.

CHRISTIANITY

Stop fi dgeting: Survey reveals big diff erences in the length of sermons

Kyle Kooyers is associate 
director of the Kaufman 
Interfaith Institute at 
Grand Valley State Univer-
sity.

“If I preach a good sermon, if you’re in the midst of 
other people, you’re going to remember it more and 
be shaped by it than if you pick (it) up in a podcast 
somewhere.”
The Rev. Tim Keller, pastor of Redeemer Presbyterian Church in New York City
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