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How to Avoid a Hangover

Sermon © Lisa C. Farrell
A guy named Jack woke up with a huge hangover after attending his company's Christmas Party. Jack was not normally a drinker, but the drinks didn't taste like alcohol at all. He didn't even remember how he got home from the party. And as bad as he was feeling, he couldn’t help wondered if he did something wrong. He had to force himself to open his eyes. The first thing he saw was a couple of aspirins next to a glass of water on the side table. And next to them, a single red rose! Jack sat up and saw his clothing in front of him, all clean and pressed. He looked around the room and saw that it was in perfect order, spotlessly clean. So was the rest of the house. He took the aspirins, and cringed when he saw a huge black eye staring back at him in the bathroom mirror. Then he noticed a note hanging on the corner of the mirror written in red with little hearts on it and a kiss mark from his wife in lipstick: “Honey, breakfast is on the stove, I left early to get groceries to make your favorite dinner tonight. I love you, darling! Love, Jillian”

He stumbled into the kitchen and sure enough, there was a hot breakfast, steaming hot coffee, and the morning newspaper all waiting for him. His son was also at the table, eating. Jack asked, “Son... what happened last night?”

“Well, you came home after 3 in the morning, drunk out of your mind. You fell over the coffee table and broke it, and then you threw up in the hallway, and got that black eye when you ran into the door.”

Confused, he asked his son, “So, why is everything in such perfect order and so clean? I have a rose, and breakfast is on the table waiting for me?”

His son replied, “Oh THAT! Well, Mom dragged you to the bedroom, and when she tried to take your pants off, you screamed, ‘Leave me alone, I'm married!’”
Faithful in drunkenness and sobriety? Maybe we should add that to the marriage vows for a certain percentage of the population!
I’m happy to say that I have not had a hangover in over 35 years, at least not an alcohol or drug induced hangover. I have had the other kind of hangover, however, the one that we all have from time to time, where guilt, resentment, shame and anger “hang over” from one year to the next. This kind of hangover is particularly hard to get rid of, because we’re so highly skilled at denying that its even there. It’s pretty hard to miss a black eye and a pounding headache, but we’ve become experts at denying the obvious in other areas.
Today is New Year’s Day, the first day of 2012. When we think of the new year we think of a fresh start, of leaving the past behind and making resolutions for a healthier year ahead. The reason for us choosing January 1st to mark the beginning of the new year is purely pragmatic. January was when new Roman consuls were elected. (I know that this is a fabulous piece of trivia you could not possibly live without.) Since Roman consuls have not been elected in a very long time, however, I’d say we’re a bit stuck in our ways. The Romans, rather significantly, named this month after the god Janus, a god with two faces, one looking to the past and the other to the future. Isn’t this what we do at the beginning of a new year—look back and look ahead? Unfortunately, this can give us two kinds of headaches, one from holding on to trouble from the past, the other from borrowing trouble from the future.
We all know the story of Lot’s wife, how she looked back on the burning city and was turned into a pillar of salt. Strictly speaking, she was probably turned into a pillar of volcanic ash, not salt. The region where this happened was known for its salt mines. As famous as this story is, however, it only takes up one line: “Lot’s wife looked back, and she became a pillar of salt.” Period, end of story. This is such an ancient story that all we have is basically a footnote.

So why did she look back, and what does it mean? Obviously she did more than quickly turn around while on the run. If she had done that she would have escaped with the others. She would have had to have either fallen back and stopped to stare without the others being aware that she was no longer with them, or stopped and refused to move despite their efforts to drag her away. Was she yearning for the life she had back in Sodom? Was she grieving the loss of friends? Was she in shock and disbelief? We don’t know. All we know is that she turned back, and it cost her her life. 

In scripture Sodom represents a life of self-centered indulgence, injustice and cruelty. The clearest reference is found in Ezekiel 16: 49-50: “‘Now this was the sin of your sister Sodom: She and her daughters were arrogant, overfed and unconcerned; they did not help the poor and needy. They were haughty and did detestable things before me. Therefore I did away with them as you have seen.” 

The sin of Sodom is not something we can conveniently push off onto a minority and be done with. The sin of Sodom is the sin of our time and place—arrogance, gluttony, selfishness, corruption and exploitation. Sodom was such a gross example that God determined it had to be utterly destroyed. Lot’s wife probably had a comfortable life in Sodom from a material point of view. It was in her best interest to turn a blind eye to the injustice happening around her, because like Ruth Madoff, what you didn’t know couldn’t trouble your conscience. She couldn’t or wouldn’t let go, and so she perished. The spiritual message here is clear. Pretending something is not wrong does not change reality. Flee from sin, and don’t look back. 
Holding on to the past can shorten our lives. If we live in the past, we’re not living in the present, and if what we dwell on is negative our daily existence becomes a struggle. If I hold on to rage, anger, bitterness, and resentment and refuse to forgive, the one who is harmed the most is me. I’ve taken the poison and I’m waiting for the other person to die. If I hold on to guilt and shame and do not forgive myself I might as well chain an anchor to my leg. I will not be able to move forward with my life. All of my efforts to ignore the elephant in the room will fail. Unless confronted head on, guilt and shame will twist and stunt my life and rob me of all joy.

It is not easy for us to forgive, and God knows that. God is willing to help. All we have to do is be willing to allow God to work in us. The way to do this is to pray for the person we’re having a problem with. Check out Matthew 5: 43-45 on that one. “Yeah, right,” people have said to me, “And just how do you expect me to do that?” My answer is any way you can. One man who was told to do this first prayers were, “Lord, give that fill-in-the-blank, fill-in-the-blank what he deserves.” Once he got that out of his system, his prayers improved, until finally all of the anger and resentment was gone.
It is not just living with the aftermath of what others have done to us that can give us a hangover, however. It is also the shame and guilt of what we have done or failed to do. This we tend to bury. Being angry with others is in a perverse way enjoyable. Self-righteousness feels good. Shame on the other hand feels bad, very bad. 
Although they often go together there is a difference between shame and guilt. Guilt says, “I’ve done something bad.” Shame says, “I am bad,” and is therefore more toxic. But believe it or not, we need shame. Shame is what people who commit horrendous crimes lack. Shame is so uncomfortable it prevents most of us from committing such heinous acts. If we have a conscience, we have the ability to feel shame. Sometimes, however, we feel shame that does not belong to us. Adults who abuse children typically maintain control over their victims by telling them that it is their fault, that they either asked for or deserved the abuse. And this is where it gets all muddled up, because we can’t always tell what belongs to us and what doesn’t. 

Jesus came to deal with both shame and guilt. His death on the cross covers our guilt. His grace can remove the shame we feel, both deserved and undeserved, if we open ourselves to receive his healing love. An essential part of all of this is learning from our mistakes and allowing the pain we suffer as a result of them to make a positive lasting change in us. There is a phrase some members of the congregation may be familiar with from a recovery from addiction perspective: “We will not regret the past nor wish to shut the door on it.” The reason for this is simple. Even our disasters have been transformed by God into something useful. We have learned. We have changed. To be free from shame and guilt we must be forgiven, but the second part of the equation is just as important. Like Lot’s wife unless we turn our back on destructive ways of living we will perish.
Avoiding a hangover from the past is only half of the solution to the problem we face with a new year, of course. Not only do we need to let go of the past, we also have to stop trying to control the future. Jesus gave us the most basic sanity saving instructions in this regard. “. . . do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink; or about your body, what you will wear . . . Can any one of you by worrying add a single hour to your life? . . . Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own.” 

It’s been said, “You can’t change the past, but you can ruin the present by worrying about the future.” How much energy do we all waste holding imaginary conversations in our minds with someone we’re upset with, conversations that in point of fact, never take place? How much planning and plotting do we do trying to control every eventuality that might happen in the future, draining the lifeblood out of today? How much anxiety and fear do we struggle with about events that have not yet happened, and may never happen?
The past is gone. We exist only today. We can exist in freedom and joy if we forgive those who have harmed us, and confess our sins to God, letting go of our shame and guilt at the cross. We can live with peace if we entrust tomorrow to God, who is already there ahead of us. We can avoid a hangover, and a nervous breakdown if we live the way God wants us to, confident that the new year will unfold without any help from us, one day at a time. Amen. 
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