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“I wasn’t born yesterday, you know!” is an expression my mum used on occasions when one or other 

of us children assumed a naiveté in her which a woman who had lived through WWII, worked, 

married and brought up four children etc., certainly did not possess! Jesus might have used the same 

expression in response to those who were amazed at his understanding and his answers: “Well, I 

wasn’t born yesterday, you know” – a phrase that in His case would have teemed with hidden 

meaning, of course. The one who was “eternally begotten of the Father ... begotten not made” 

(Nicene Creed), through whom and for whom all things were created (Col. 1:16), and so who existed 

before time began, certainly wasn’t born yesterday!  

And yet, wait a minute, He was born yesterday! Or at least we recalled yesterday His birth 2000 

years ago, and hence His entry into time at that point. So why has the lectionary moved us on 12 

years in a single day? Why this playing with time? And, as we’ve seen, there’s potentially much more 

playing with time going on here.  

Which set me thinking ... so, at the end of this year, the last sermon you have to endure (enjoy) in 

2021, here’s not so much a brief history of time (a book I’ve started on several occasions!), as some 

brief reflections on time. That’s if you can spare the time, of course. 

For Hannah, who is not even named in our OT reading, time seemed to be measured in years. Once a 

year, and apparently only once a year, she and her husband would go up to Shiloh to see her first 

born son Samuel who, on account of her prior barrenness and the answer to her prayer when he was 

conceived, she had dedicated to God and left with Eli the priest. You can imagine that as the time 

came each year to go up to Shiloh, she would be excitedly making the little robe to take with her. 

Each year a bigger robe than last, though she would presumably have to guess how much he’d 

grown, and make allowances for his growth in the next 12 months. (You would think that Eli would 

have Face-timed her to make it all a bit easier!) 

But we learn four things about time from Hannah’s story. The first is that obviously time is linear and 

progressive: year after year, and each year Samuel is older and bigger. Time has passed and had its 

usual effects: “the boy Samuel continued to grow both in stature and in favour with the Lord and 

with the people”. As did Jesus in the years following the episode in Jerusalem: “Jesus increased in 

wisdom and in years, and in divine and human favour”. This is linear, progressive time, things going 

along nicely, as they should. 

But secondly time is circular. One year is like the previous year, the cycle is repeated. For Hannah, 

the making of a robe, the journey, the greeting and the meeting with Samuel, the heart-breaking 

departure. For those of us who follow the Church’s year, this circularity of time is, of course, familiar, 

though we also move in three-yearly lectionary cycles – years A, B and C (one of the greatest failures 

of imagination ever!). So perhaps ordinary time is best thought of as helical (helix shaped) – 

progressive and circular at the same time. 
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But thirdly, time is associated with narrative. Hannah can relate her story, of barrenness, of 

answered prayer, of conception and birth, and then the annual cycle which we’ve seen, because it is 

a story through time. Our stories are no different – our lives have narrative shape: we can relate 

them to time past; and an important part of that narrative shape to our lives is that we can also see a 

future to them. Not necessarily a clear future, but one which we know will take place within, and 

which is ultimately bounded by, time. 

Before leaving Hannah’s story, however, there is one final feature of time which we might explore. 

Our reading frustratingly omits a key verse when it jumps from v.20 to v.26; we don’t get an 

important part of her story. Eli has blessed, well Elkanah apparently rather than both of them(!), 

praying for more children for him/them. But v.21 says, “And the Lord took note of Hannah; she 

conceived and bore three sons and two daughters”.  Wow! Except that an alternative translation is, 

“When the Lord took note of Hannah ...”. ‘When’ implies a waiting, as though the Lord didn’t get 

around to it straightaway – a familiar experience, perhaps. A waiting that might have been similar to 

the long waiting that Hannah had experienced before Samuel was conceived and born. 

And surely one of the deepest experiences of time we have, just as Hannah had, is of waiting, and 

waiting particularly on God. We have just finished (only two days ago!) the season of Advent, in 

which we prayed that the Lord, when He comes a second time (we’ll come back to that), might find 

us watching and waiting. Patient waiting is expected of us, a feature of our faith, a feature of the 

narrative of our lives, a feature of how we experience time. A waiting on and for God, and a waiting 

for, well, all kinds of things – results of exams or a health check, a life-partner to arrive, injustice to 

be removed, a death to happen. Do we, how do we, wait well when faced with this kind of time of 

patient waiting? 

But then there is another kind of waiting; the waiting experienced by Mary and Joseph when they 

realised Jesus was missing. But this couldn’t possibly have been a patient waiting, more a frenetic 

searching. The longer it went on – three days and three presumably sleepless nights – the more the 

dread must have increased. Time experienced as alarming and rushing at them, out of control. A 

desperate searching for their son, but also a desperate searching for God as revealed in the Christ-

child now become a man. Is that a kind of waiting time to which we can relate?  

So ordinary time is linear and progressive but also circular, and perhaps therefore helical in shape. It 

holds the narrative of our lives. It will at times, perhaps for a lot of the time, involve waiting for 

things to get resolved one way or another, so that those outcomes also get woven into the narrative 

of our lives, and become part of our story. It may also take on an occasional alarming character, 

when we are desperate for things to be resolved, and fearful of their outcome, perhaps including an 

urgent searching for God. 

But is that all the ways in which we experience time? In a remarkable book, called Time Lived, 

Without its Flow,1 Denise Riley relates her experience of time following the sudden death of her 

adult son Jake – J as she refers to him. She writes: “a sudden death, for the one left behind, does 

such violence to the experienced ‘flow’ of time that it stops ... Instead of the old line of forward time, 

now something like a globe holds you. In the past, before J’s idiotic disappearance, the future lay in 

 
1 Picador, 2019. 
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front of me as if I could lean into it gently ... But now I’ve no sense of any onward temporal opening, 

but stay lodged in the present” (p.31). She speaks of this as “arrested time” (p.63) and notes how “as 

the movement of time halts for you, so do all those customary ‘befores’ and ‘afters’ that underpin 

narration” (p.64). The story, her story, had somehow stopped even as, at the same time, it 

continued. Some of us may have experienced something similar; I suspect all of us have experienced 

something similar in ‘pandemic time’. 

Denise Riley also suggests that “a chronic or a terminal illness ... may force on its sufferer a 

vehemently transformed kind of time” (p.59). Perhaps that has been or will be another experience of 

time for some of us.  

Denise Riley uses the word ‘flow’ (time without its flow for her) to describe what I’ve referred to as 

ordinary time. But ‘flow’ has also been used in a different sense; of a sensation while at work of 

being so into the task whatever it may be, that time is forgotten. Perhaps this more obviously occurs 

in a kind of work or leisure activity which is creative, where the act and process of creation becomes 

so absorbing that time simply disappears, a kind of temporary eternity. 

And an obvious question, which Denise Riley doesn’t address, is where God, the eternal and timeless 

God, might be in those kinds of experience of arrested time or of temporary eternities. For, as with 

the 12 year old ‘begotten not made’ Christ in the temple, you always have the sense that with God 

the temporal and the eternal are never far apart. 

So, if our experience of living is essentially one of time, often ordinary time which includes waiting 

times of different kinds, though sometimes perhaps of arrested time or of temporary eternities, 

what then of eternity itself? How does that fit into our understanding of time? Well, my time, and 

probably your patience, is running out, so I would better leave that to Milton’s ‘Ode on Time’, in 

which he addresses time and eternity directly: 

For when as each thing bad thou [time] hast entomb’d, 
And last of all, thy greedy self consum’d, 
Then long Eternity shall greet our bliss 
With an individual kiss; 
And Joy shall overtake us as a flood ... 
Attir’d with Stars, we shall for ever sit, 
Triumphing over Death, and Chance, and thee O Time. 
 
But if that is how time will end, us triumphing over it, we are still left with the question for us, living 

as we do in the end times between Christ’s first and second coming, how we should ‘spend’ our 

time, whatever may be left to us. That is not to make any apocalyptic predictions as to whether 

pandemics and climate change will bring about the end of time, though it is to recognise that 

significant issues such as these will characterise this part of the end times for us, and even more so 

for and our children and grandchildren. But it is to ask the eschatological question, how then should 

we live in times such as these? 

And perhaps, if nothing else, we might now be more aware of the different kinds of time that we 

may experience, in whatever time is left to us. Ordinary time, linear, circular, helical in which the 

narrative of our lives seems to make some kind of sense; waiting times involving either patience or 

perhaps an urgent searching after God; arrested times, whether through grief or illness, when time 
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seems to stop and the narrative of our lives perhaps no longer make sense; times of flow when we 

experience a temporary eternity; times when we are focused on eternity itself; and through and in 

all of that, times when we might yet grow in wisdom as well as in years, and in divine and human 

favour. And within all of that, the sure knowledge that the eternal God, who we have come to know 

in Christ, Emmanuel, God with us in time, surely both encompasses and surpasses all of this. 

Amen   

 


