A New Year’s Evaluation

What does your calendar say about your spiritual life?

By Phyllis Meshel Onest
As we look back on last year, what do we remember? Job changes. A new child / grandchild / godchild. The 16-year-old driving. The 16-year-old totaling the car. Chauffeuring the children to too many activities. The family’s participation at Holy Week. The funeral of a good friend. Dealing with cancer. A new home. Relocating to another city, a condo, or an assisted living facility. A college graduation. 

Some things went great and we want them to occur again, but others should just be a memory. If we do not want that “history to repeat itself,” we have to be proactive and make needed changes where we can. Whatever last year was like, there is probably room for some changes or improvements this year. How do we begin? Let us evaluate last year. Written on last year’s calendar(s) – there may be more that one - are activities, doctor appointments and Church events that will jog our memories. (Check registers and credit card statements are useful, too.) 

Getting Started

To stay on task, we need a block of uninterrupted time, paper, pen and last year’s calendar(s). Begin by reading through the calendar(s) month by month, evaluating the activities and events or lack thereof based on the first three questions. Then use question #4 to strategize for the new year. This process can be done on two levels: personal and family. 

For the Family 

Once this is done from one person’s perspective, invite the other family members to answer the same questions. The involvement of the children depends on their ages. Examples: Kindergarteners can understand reading Bible Stories and attending Church School and Liturgy regularly. 

First graders understand making mistakes, a project gone wrong and fasting on Wednesdays and Fridays. Anyone over six years old ages can understand Family Time and Vacations. As the children mature, their understanding of life experiences matures. By setting specific goals for the new year together as a family, each member feels part of the process, takes ownership of the plan and is more apt to fulfill the goals. Questions #3 and #4 may require some thought and possibly a second writing session before getting the family involved. 

1. What went right last year?

Even in a "bad year," good things still happen! List all the "successful" things. Here are some helpful questions. Did we get to know God better? Did we spend more time with the family? Did we worship regularly as a family? Were we able to live within our budget? Did our children participate in Church School weekly and Parish youth activities as often as possible? Did we see improvements in our personal relationships? Did we make it through a tough year with a hard-to-get-along-with boss? 

Anything considered a success, no matter how small, counts! List at least 10 things before proceeding to step two and thank God for these 10 things. 

2. What went wrong last year? 

It usually does not take long to compile this list, but do not dwell on it. List no more than the "Top 10." Now reflect on these questions before you comment on each item. Were they really failures? Were some beyond our control? Were some just more than we could handle? Did we expect too much from ourselves? 

3. How did we handle failure last year? 

Judas and Peter both failed miserably during Christ's last hours. Judas hanged himself when he realized his error; Peter repented of his sin and went on to do great things for the Lord. Now reexamine list #2. How did the failures affect us? Did we pray for God's help in facing the pain of failure? Did we ask forgiveness through the Sacrament of Confession and then move on, putting our mistake behind us? On the other hand, did we get discouraged, doubt our abilities and cut off our relationship with God?  

If we think we "failed God," these failures bother us most of all, remember God is always ready to forgive. Review the list of "failures." Meditate on each one, acknowledging and offering it to God. We may need to speak with our priest or spiritual father about an issue. Let’s do it because by seeking forgiveness through the Church, the issue can be deleted from the list. We can begin the new year with a clean record! 

4. What can we do to improve the new year? 

Look again at list #1. If we know why the good things happened, repeat them in the new year. Do what we should or could have done, but didn't. Perhaps being friendlier to people, reading the Bible or books about the Orthodox faith, praying more both personally and as a family, attempting to understand the other person’s point of view. Then there is participating in the Eucharist more often, having the entire family fast on Wednesdays and Fridays and during the Lenten seasons, selecting extra-curricular activities that do not conflict with our church life, doing more acts of charity, making time for our family. 

The Orthodox Church has many "tools" to help us build our spiritual life. Add them to the list one or two at a time. Next, decide how to handle failure. Remember, do not set expectations too high. Design a "plan of attack." Along with the list, prayerfully set a few reasonable goals. Periodically reflect on the list, discuss it with the family, plan, pray to God for guidance, and have a blessed new year. 
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