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New Beginnings

I have always thought it interesting that we start a
new calendar year in January, when so much of
our lives, in the UK at least, start again in
September. In our universities, it is a time when
students and staff get ready for the start of the
new academic year. Many students are making
preparations to start university, perhaps moving
to a different city or country, to embark on a new
chapter in their lives. It can be a time of great
excitement and anticipation, but is can also leave
us feeling overwhelmed.

We invite you to join us as we reflect on this from
a faith perspective.
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A change is as good as a rest (?)

The old saying, ‘a change is as good as a rest’
is often used in a way that suggests new
starts help us avoid becoming stale or
resentful. That by taking on a new challenge,
we find renewed enthusiasm for life. I am
sure most people can think of a time when
that has been true for them.

The start of the new academic or calendar
year are obvious choices when thinking
about new beginnings, but we do not store
up all of our ‘starting’ for September or
January.
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New Beginnings

We experience new beginnings all of the time
- be that new modules, new jobs, new roles,
new activities, new accommodation, new
relationships, new phone, etc.

What new start are you facing at the
moment? Why did you begin something
new? Was it your choice?
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New Beginnings

In this passage from Isaiah, we see that God is
doing a new thing and that it is good. Christians
believe that this new thing was realised through
the person of Jesus Christ, but throughout The
Bible and history we see examples of a creative
God who sets in motion new beginnings and
brings about positive transformation.

However, this translation also encourages us to
‘be alert and be present’. Suggesting that, while
we do not always have control over the nature of
new beginnings, we can live with an awareness of
ourselves and the world around us that means we
are more able to respond to the changes we are
presented with.

From the outside, most religions, including
Christianity, can appear very focussed on the past;
on preserving tradition and resisting change.
However, when we dig deeper, we see that
religion, at its best, is all about new beginnings
and transformation.

’Be alert, be present. 
I’m about to do something brand-new.
It’s bursting out! Don’t you see it?
There it is! I’m making a road through the desert, 
rivers in the badlands.’ 

Isaiah 43:19 – Message translation
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New Beginnings

Building on this idea of self-awareness, new
beginnings can offer an opportunity to take stock
of where you have come from. How did you get
to this point?

Richard Rohr, from the Centre for Action and
Contemplation, in New Mexico, suggests that
‘When you get your 'Who am I?' question right,
all of your 'What should I do?' questions tend to
take care of themselves.’

University can be a great place to explore our
identity and grow in our understanding of who we
are, where we find our sense of purpose and
fulfilment, what really matters to us as individuals
within a larger community.

Richard Rohr, Falling Upward: A Spirituality for the Two Halves of Life

https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/14857469
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New beginnings

Happy New Year!

Of course, a large part of any new start is looking
forward - the hopes, aspirations or worries we
have for this new venture. Are they realistic? I
wonder, do you make any resolutions at New
Year? They often represent a renewed
commitment to be ‘more you’ or ‘less you’.

This sense of dissatisfaction with our current 
situation and our desire to change can be seen in 
faith terms too.  Martyn Atkins, Methodist 
minister, often speaks of ‘Divine Disquiet’ – an 
unease with the current reality, born out of a 
sense that God calls us to a more fully realised 
life, built on a person’s relationship with Him. Martyn Atkins, Discipleship and the People Called Methodists. P6

https://www.methodist.org.uk/about-us/the-methodist-church/what-is-distinctive-about-methodism/a-covenant-with-god/

In some Christian traditions, there is a yearly
opportunity to make spiritual resolutions, reflect
on that divine disquiet and look to what God is
calling us to over the coming year. Some churches
use a Covenant Prayer as a focus for this, to help
them reflect on the significance of the moment.

This concept of spiritual resolutions is not so that
we might criticise each other when we fall short,
but rather it is from a place of grace, a place of
encouragement from God and between people to
keep going. I wonder if more New Year’s
Resolutions would succeed if we encouraged each
other a little more.
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New beginnings

Connect

Being part of a community is such a significant
part of life as we build our identity. This is very
important to people of faith as it is a place to
learn, to be encouraged and challenged, to share
in fellowship and to feel rooted in something
more that just our own experiences. When you
start something new, where is your community?
At university, it may be a student society or local
interest group. Take a look at the Student’s Union
website for a list of available societies and group.
You may know what community you are wanting
to be part of, or it may be an opportunity to
explore something new.

Five ways to better beginnings

While I have used an example from my own
Christian tradition, this perspective on resolutions
has potential impact beyond any one religion.

One of the more positive ideas to emerge during
2020 has been ‘Five Ways to Wellbeing’. This
incredibly simple, yet powerful framework for
looking after our mental health could also help us
reflect on the resolutions we might make when
we face a new beginning.

Let’s take a look at some suggestions of how we
could connect, keep active, take notice, keep
learning and give at the start of something new.
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New beginnings

Keep Active

In the Five Ways to Wellbeing, this section is focussed
on exercise. Of course, we want to encourage you to
look after your physical health, but for this
presentation, we wanted to consider a different angle.

‘If you can't fly then run, if you can't run then walk, if
you can't walk then crawl, but whatever you do you
have to keep moving forward.’

These words are from Martin Luther King, when he was
speaking to students at Spelman College in 1960.
While we want to aim high in our aspirations, there can
be a temptation to become despondent if we don’t see
immediate results. Dr King is reminding us that
sometimes we need to take small steps in pursuit of
our goals. When we start something new, we don’t
always know how things are going to pan out, but it is
good to try and keep going, to persevere. https://literarydevices.net/if-you-cant-fly-then-run/
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New beginnings

Keep Learning

New beginnings bring us into contact with many new
people. Why not commit to learning something new
about the world around you. We are so fortunate that
our university community includes people from many
different backgrounds, cultures and beliefs. We are
part of a living resource. It is amazing how our world
view can be widened by building relationships with a
diverse range of people.

And this is a two way process. What have you got that
you could pass on to others?

Take notice

In the busyness of new starts, it can be difficult to find a
rhythm to life. Perhaps you could plan to set aside time
each day to pause and reflect on your day. Rhythm and
routine in life can seem rather dull and lacking in
spontaneity but they can be very helpful when so many
other things are changing. The University chaplaincy
has some useful resources to help you with this, such
as the Meditation for Relaxation sessions, Guided
Evening Prayers or the Walk and Talk sessions.
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New beginnings

Give

For better or worse, our actions and words can have
real and long-lasting impact on the people around us.
Could this new beginning be an opportunity to try and
be a good neighbour? Whoever we consider to be our
neighbour, it is good to work on having good
communication with them and to be considerate
towards them. And this takes commitment, as it affects
every choice we make.

Closing thoughts

In the words of Mother Teresa, ‘Yesterday is gone.
Tomorrow has not yet come. We have only today. Let
us begin.’

https://www.quotespedia.org/authors/m/mother-teresa%E2%80%8B/yesterday-is-gone-tomorrow-has-not-yet-come-we-have-only-today-let-us-begin-mother-teresa/
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Points for reflection

• Do you agree that ‘a change is as good as a rest’?

 How do you respond to change in your life?

• ‘When you get your 'Who am I?' question right, all 
of your 'What should I do?' questions tend to take 
care of themselves.

 Spend some time considering Richard Rohr’s 
statement.

 Could you answer the question, ‘Who am I?’
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New beginnings

 Have you ever experienced something that you 
could label as ‘divine disquiet’?

 How would you describe it?
 What did you do about it? 

 Have a think about the Five Ways to Wellbeing 
mentioned in this presentation.

 What resolutions are you going to make?
 What encouragement might you need to 

keep going with them?
 How could you encourage others with 

their goals?
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