REMEMBERING AND SHARING CHRIST THIS CHINESE NEW YEAR

by Mark Chen

It¹s that time of the year again. You¹ve been cleaning. You¹ve spent the past week sweeping, mopping, and tossing out old magazines and papers (or for many, you have harangued your domestic helpers on how to do it).

And you¹ve been busily folding and putting up festive decorations so that your house now looks like a wedding cheongsam. You¹ve also been cleaning out your bank account lamenting about the state of the economy as you withdraw wads of crisp new notes in $2 and $10 and $50 denominations.

You¹ve also been buying. By now, you would¹ve gone to the store to buy your crispy shrimp rolls, bakkwa, kueh bangkit, pineapple tarts, and other goodies to place in platters and jars for the visitors. You probably have at least 3 crates of mandarin oranges stacked up on your kitchen floor, and another crate emptied into a fruit bowl.

You have also been to the mall of late to pick up some new outfits to wear, meanwhile making a resolution to reduce your waistline in the New Year. You¹ve gone food shopping and loaded up on juices, snacks, soda, abalone, wheat vermicelli, a variety of hideous looking dried seafood and fungi, fish, and fatty pork; and you¹ve planned the meals and will be busily cooking. Some might even miss church in the midst of that busyness. Tsk tsk!

And you will be busy, with all the visiting, feasting, playing, chatting, etc. But in the midst of all this, remember the Lord Jesus Christ. And let the activities and items of cultural significance be catalysts for not only remembering what he has done for you but also let them be opportunities to witness for him. During this time of the year, we can remember and share with others about our salvation, changed lives, and eternal hope.

The Significance of the Colour Red - Our Salvation

The colour red is significant to the Chinese it¹s a colour of prosperity, happiness, and good luck themes celebrated during Chinese New Year. And the reason for this is steeped in superstition and myth.

According to legend, at the start of each new year in ancient China, there was a mythical beast called "Nian" who would come on the first day to devour the livestock of the people, the crops they had planted, and even people especially their children. In order to protect themselves, the people would place food in front of their doors. This was so that the beast would consume the food rather than entering into the house and consuming their children.

One New Years day, it was discovered that the "Nian" was scared away by a little girl wearing red. It was then that the Chinese people understood that the "Nian" was afraid of the colour red.

And so, based on this legend and superstition, at every New Year, people would hang red lanterns and wear red. Even at their homes, red banners are draped over the front entrance of the house in order to ward off evil spirits and misfortune. Now, many of us might hang red lanterns and decorations in our homes, drape a red banner over our doors, and even wear a gaudy red outfit. Granted, as believers, we do it for traditional and cultural reasons, rather than for superstitious ones.

However, as Christians, the colour red is also very significant to us. We remember in Scriptures that God instructed the enslaved Israelites to sacrifice a perfect lamb, and to take its blood and paint the posts and lintel of the entrance door to their homes. And the reason for this was because the Lord was about to unleash the 10th plague upon the Egyptians where he would enter into their houses and kill the firstborn of the people. He said in Exodus 12:12  "For I will pass through the land of Egypt this night, and will smite all the firstborn in the land of Egypt, both man and beast; and against all the gods of Egypt I will execute judgment: I am the LORD."
But if the Israelites marked their doors with the red blood of the lamb, the Lord would pass over them. Exodus 12:23 says, "For the LORD will pass through to smite the Egyptians; and when he seeth the blood upon the lintel, and on the two side posts, the LORD will pass over the door, and will not suffer the destroyer to come in unto your houses to smite you."
We as believers have the blood of Christ, the Lamb of God, shed for us for the remission of sin. We are saved from death and even from that great dragon and beast himself, Satan. We are told in Revelation 12:9,11 of the triumph Christ and his church have over the devil  "And the great dragon was cast out, that old serpent, called the Devil, and Satan, which deceiveth the whole world: he was cast out into the earth, and his angels were cast out with him. And they overcame him by the blood of the Lamb, and by the word of their testimony."

So during this Chinese New Year, as we don our red clothes and drape red banners over our doors, let us remember what the Lord Jesus Christ has done for us and to be thankful for our salvation.

The Significance of Spring - Our Changed Lives

Chinese New Year is also called the Spring Festival because it occurs at the cusp of winter and spring. It celebrated the coming of life after a long winter. Three things of significance would be done at this time of year for the Chinese New Year season.

Firstly, there¹s spring-cleaning. Every corner of the house would be swept and cleaned before the first day. Old clothes would be taken out of the drawers to make room for new. Old magazines and newspapers are thrown away. The belief is that if the old does not go, there would be no place for the new.

Secondly, there are the activities to signify growth. Spring is characterized by new growth. And so homes are adorned with blooming plants symbolizing birth, rebirth, and new growth. Pictures of flowers and trees are also hung on the walls. One plant, which is a favourite, is the pussy willow, with little furry buds promising flowers and fruit to come.

Thirdly, there¹s the paying off of debts. In offices, accountants ensure that the books are cleared of any debts and that they are settled so that the New Year would start on a clean slate. When friends and family members meet, greetings are exchanged and old grievances are forgotten.

Spring is also a very significant concept in Scripture. The call of Christ unto his people to be reconciled to him is likened to the coming of spring. Song of Solomon 2:10-12a says, "My beloved spake, and said unto me, Rise up, my love, my fair one, and come away. For, lo, the winter is past, the rain is over and gone; the flowers appear on the earth; the time of the singing of birds is come."
Those of us who have heeded this call have passed from winter to spring, from death to life, from old to new. 2 Corinthians 5:17-18a makes this plain  that we are no longer what we once were, but we are new creations in Christ; "Therefore if any man be in Christ, he is a new creature: old things are passed away; behold, all things are become new. And all things are of God, who hath reconciled us to himself by Jesus Christ."

We have been saved by the shed crimson blood of Christ unto a new life. There should be a changed life our appetites and our desires should be those of Christ. Our behaviour and our manners should be that of Christ. These are the fruits that we have been saved to bear. Christ said in John 15:16a, "Ye have not chosen me, but I have chosen you, and ordained you, that ye should go and bring forth fruit, and that your fruit should remain."

And those who are indeed regenerated and justified, should also be sanctified  that our fruits should show forth our salvation. Christ said in Matthew 7:17-18, "Even so every good tree bringeth forth good fruit; but a corrupt tree bringeth forth evil fruit. A good tree cannot bring forth evil fruit, neither can a corrupt tree bring forth good fruit."

As we visit our friends and relatives, let us remember to show forth our changed lives. Amidst all the feasting, drinking, chatting, and gaming, let us remember temperance and self-control. Let us show forth the fragrance of the fruit we bear in Christ.

Chinese New Year, although joyful, can be a painful time for many of us. There might be relatives and friends we loathe to meet. We might wish we could sever ties with them. What are the hurts that exist between you and them? Forgive as Christ has forgiven, and seek forgiveness, to pay the debt and to start off the year with a clean slate before God and man.

The Significance of the Feast Our Eternal Hope

Chinese New Year is a time of great feasting and there is great significance in the food consumed. Pineapple tarts are eaten to signify the coming of wealth. Sticky rice cakes are consumed in expectation of a higher and better year ahead. Raw fish is tossed high with julienned strips of crunchy vegetables and candied spices to symbolize the hope of abundant life and success in business. Oysters cooked in black moss are distributed in hopes that the diner would increase in wealth.

Wealth is indeed an important theme in Chinese New Year. With the past year being as "ratty" as it was, with the economic downturn and job losses, many people look forward to the New Year being "bullish." But for those who are believers, we know that the Lord is in charge of all things and circumstances. And while tossing raw fish and popping tarts in our mouths are enjoyable and satisfying, I trust that we place no hope in them.

As we enjoy reunion dinner with our families this evening, let us look forward to our eternal hope, not in the material gains of this life, but in our future rewards. As we eat, let us do so, "giving thanks unto the Father, which hath made us meet to be partakers of the inheritance of the saints in light" (Colossians 1:12).

And as we eat this evening and as we visit our relatives in the coming days, let us consider them and ask if they shall partake together with us, that great marriage feast of the Lamb. Let us share with them the greater significance of the colour red, of a permanent spring, and an eternal feast.

