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On telling the time (again)  
 

 

Of the things we celebrate as a society and honour with a holi[y]day – think of 

Christmas, Easter, Australia Day, royal birthdays, even a horse race! – the festival of the 

New Year is far and away the most “pagan”. 

Precisely what this even means is not especially clear these days, and the word “pagan” 

has become something of a swear-word in religious circles, not least because it was into 

pagan societies that the Christian faith began to move so aggressively 2000 years ago. 

Yet what is important here is not the religious controversy as such, but one of the 

striking characteristics of pagan ways of thinking. This the linking of human being and 

human possibilities to the patterns of the natural order. In pagan understanding our 

experience of the world and our opportunities within it are a function of how the world 

moves. The festival of New Year takes its energy from the experience of the northern 

hemisphere at this time of the year. The long winter is a period of hardship and scarcity 

which, in less technologically equipped times, presented a major threat to survival. With 

the passing of the winter solstice comes the increase of daylight, sunshine, and the 

return to production of food for the coming year. The festival celebrates that we have 

survived another “death” – winter – and looks forward to the coming abundance. In this 

way of thinking our lives are a matter of cycles and natural processes. Our celebrations 

mark stages in the cycles and encourage the gods to keep the wheels turning, that we 

might not be stuck in seasonal or spiritual winters.  

Despite the fact that, with our technology, we continually contradict the patterns of the 

seasons, we retain today a significant intuition that there is at least the possibility of a 

change which comes with the end of one year and the start of a new one. The practice of 

making New Year’s resolutions indicates how deeply ingrained within us this is. But it 

is remarkable that while most modern people would probably be aghast at the 

suggestion that they should order their lives according to the astrology sections of the 

tabloid media, our thoughts about the New Year are not far removed from just this. As 

the earth swings once more through the “same” space it occupied 365¼ days ago, so we 

pause to reflect and to utter the closest things to secular prayer we can: a wish for others 

that they have a “Happy New Year” and a few New Year’s resolutions for ourselves.  

Surely this is odd. The old paganism at least took seriously its understanding of our 

place in the world and so could be respected – even admired – for all its flaws. But our 

modern paganism is shallow by comparison, for we mark the time while at the same 

time denying that times and seasons really matter – denying that we are constrained by 

external forces and influences. Do we really imagine that Janus – “January” – the gate-

keeping god of beginnings and endings constrains us to the beginnings and endings we 

know at this particular time? Of course not! And yet what is the source of the relief 

which comes with the end of a year, the hanging of a new calendar, the desire to end the 

year with an empty email box – even if by means of Select All followed by a satisfying 

Delete?  



 

 

It is, in the end, a question of what time it is – not in the sense of what numbers the 

hands on a clock or dates on a calendar indicate, but what kind of time we live in. In a 

few days hot cross buns will appear in the supermarket bakery section. The first 

response of many Christians to this is one of cynicism: out with the “old” – being 

Christmas – and in with the “new”.
1
 Janus is at work again. And yet, for all the 

commercial motivation of the bakeries in rushing Easter into our minds, the early hot 

cross buns might unwittingly suggest to us a lesson about the times in which we live, 

which brings us – finally! – to our reading from Paul’s letter to the Galatians.  

Paul is writing to a people who are in many ways different from us. In Galatia there has 

been a problem about the relationship between the Law – here perhaps best written or 

“heard” with a capital “L” – and the gospel. The particular problem has been 

circumcision, but the basic question is much broader than that. Circumcision is not a 

theological issue for us today, and neither are we overly concerned with capital “L” 

Law in the way that the Jewish Christians giving Paul a hard time were. But we are 

nevertheless, quite like those first believers and indeed like people everywhere and at all 

times, in that we are subject to conditions and patterns which shape us and limit us. 

When it comes to the question of our being subject to time, however, Paul proposes an 

understanding very different from the cyclic filling and emptying which seizes our 

imagination so strongly at this time of the year. For Paul the fullness of time is not a 

process which goes around and around, but a singular event: “when the fullness of time 

had come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under the law…”. This singular 

event, he goes on to say, took place “in order to redeem those who were under the law, 

so that we might receive adoption as children”. 

Paul sees our being subject to “the law” as being like minors who have yet to enter their 

majority, yet to be given the freedom of persons come of age.
2
 This, he says, is our 

destiny – our inheritance – to enter into the freedom known by Jesus, the Son. No 

longer must we be subject to cycles and patterns and expectations which reduce us – 

which keep us under discipline as a child is kept under discipline by her nanny. Rather, 

by the power of the Spirit of sonship which God sends we know now as God not the 

natural order but the God and Father of Jesus himself, and know this God as Jesus 

himself did – “Abba, Father”. 

For all the possibilities we think the New Year brings, our sense that we have here a 

new beginning (again!) reveals how we are trapped by those things which build up with 

the old, unrolling year and cause us to yearn for the New Year, with the new 

possibilities it seems to promise. Here the times grow old, and then are renewed, and 

grow old again and so on.  

For Paul, however, the time is not a matter of past and future – of old and new – but a 

matter of enslavement and redemption. If anyone thought to ask Paul here, “What time 

is it?”, his answer would be “redeemed time”. The time is redeemed because God has 

acted to redeem those who are enslaved by the times with their cycles and demands and 

limitations, so that time itself might be God’s servant and our servant too, so that the 

times might ask us what is going to happen next and not the other way around. The 

times are marked now by God’s redeeming work – marked, we might say, by the cross. 

And this brings me back to hot cross buns a week after Christmas and an ethical 

question: how early may a confessing Christian eat hot cross buns? This is, of course, a 
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 See, for example, http://www.theage.com.au/victoria/coles-and-woolworths-defend-early-sales-of-

hotcross-buns-20140126-31gye.html 
2
 Recall our Christmas Day reflections on almost being human. 

http://www.theage.com.au/victoria/coles-and-woolworths-defend-early-sales-of-hotcross-buns-20140126-31gye.html
http://www.theage.com.au/victoria/coles-and-woolworths-defend-early-sales-of-hotcross-buns-20140126-31gye.html
http://www.marktheevangelist.unitingchurch.org.au/sermons/2014/20141225.pdf


 

 

stupid question but you probably get the point. If we can’t eat hot cross buns every day 

of the year – or at least every Friday or every Sunday – then we simply turn Easter into 

just another season which comes and goes like spring and autumn and the New Year.  

This is all the supermarket bakeries know and can understand, but the Church knows 

differently. Each Sunday is Easter re-visited, and with Easter of course, the cross. Each 

Sunday we gather not because it is Sunday but for the discipline of being reminded what 

time it truly is.
3
  

In this God’s timing, today is what tomorrow will be, and also the day after that: not the 

next day to which we have been given but the next day which God has given to us – 

redeemed and renewed, a free space God gives us to see what we will do with it. 

Imagine what tomorrow might be if it were not merely what today seems to demand that 

tomorrow be. This is the freedom of the children of this God: every day, new. 

By the grace of God, may the newness of the coming year be found in that we are again 

blessed with the gift of the Spirit of Jesus his Son, that we might know ourselves again 

as his children, that in the freedom of God himself we might discover the time of our 

lives. Amen.
4
 

*** 

                                                           
3
 See my Easter sermon this year (2014): Living in the eighth day. 

4
 Some of these thoughts are drawn from R.R.Reno, “Our Pagan Ritual”, in First Things, 

http://www.firstthings.com/onthesquare/2010/12/our-pagan-ritual  

http://www.marktheevangelist.unitingchurch.org.au/sermons/2014/20140420.pdf
http://www.firstthings.com/onthesquare/2010/12/our-pagan-ritual

