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It was New Year’s Day in 1929.  Georgia Tech was playing the University of California in the Rose 
Bowl.  It was a typical game until the middle of the first half.  Georgia Tech fumbled the football, and 
right there to pick it up was California’s, Roy Riegels. 
 
But during the play, he became confused and suddenly started running in the wrong direction.  To stop 
him from scoring for the opposing team, one of Riegels ’teammates, Benny Lorn, chased him down 
and tackled him sixty-five yards away.  Within three downs, the offense punted.  As soon as they 
snapped the ball, a Georgia Tech player broke through the offensive line, blocked the kick, and scored 
a safety.  Eventually, this became the final margin of victory. 
 
Before halftime, everyone watching the game wondered, “What will Coach Nibbs Price do with Roy 
Riegels in the second half?” When they went into the locker room at halftime, everyone sat down to 
wait for the coach.  Except for Riegels, he sat down in a corner, put his face in his hands, and cried like 
a baby. 
 
If you’ve played or watched a football game, you know that a coach usually has a great deal to say to 
his team during halftime.  Not on that day.  On that day, Coach Price was quiet.  Undoubtedly, he was 
trying to decide what to do with Riegels.  Then the timekeeper came into the locker room and 
announced there were three minutes until the second half began.  Coach Price looked at the team and 
said, “Men, the same team that played the first half will start the second.” 
 
Every player got up and started running out, except for Riegels.  He didn’t budge.  The coach looked 
back and called to him.  Still, he didn’t move.  Coach Price went over to where Riegels was sitting, 
“Roy, didn’t you hear me?  The same team that played the first half will start the second.” 
 
Then Roy Riegels looked up with tears in his eyes.  “Coach, I can’t do it.  I’ve ruined you.  I’ve ruined 
Cal.  I’ve ruined myself.  I can’t face that crowd.” 
 
Then Coach Price reached out, put his hand on Riegels ’shoulder, and said to him, “Roy, get up and 
go back out there; the game is only half over.” And Roy Riegels went back.  Those Tech men will tell 
you they have never seen a man play football as Roy Riegels played that second half. 
 
How many of us have taken the “ball and run in the wrong direction?”  How many of us have messed 
up and made mistakes?  How many of us have stumbled, fallen, and been so ashamed that we never 
want to try again?” 
 
You see, although we run the wrong way, make mistakes, or want to give up, God comes to us and 
reaches out and says, “Get up and go back out there; the game is only half over.” God is a God of more 
chances.  God gives us second, third, and hundredth chances.  That’s what we hear on this last Sunday 
of the church year. 
 
Yes, today is the last Sunday of the church year.  The church has a unique calendar with special 
seasons, which incorporates different spiritual practices to help us dig deeper into our relationship with 
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Jesus Christ.  So, similar to our standard calendar, what do we typically do on the last day of the year?  
We look back and reflect on what we experienced.  We remember all the good and bad that happened.  
We reminisce over births and deaths, graduations, new relationships, and much more. 
 
But at the end of the year, we receive something else.  Whenever the year ends, I think about the movie 
Forrest Gump.  As a quick summary, the film portrayed a slow-witted, kind-hearted man named Forrest 
Gump and his experiences of significant events from the 20th century.  In one scene from the movie, 
Forrest was at a bar on New Year’s Eve with his Vietnam friend, Captain Dan.  Along with them were 
two women.  As they all watched the New Year’s ball drop in New York City, one of the women 
whispered to Forrest Gump, “Don’t you just love new year’s?  You get to start all over.  Everybody gets 
a second chance.” 
 
So, today in the church is New Year’s Eve, and we are hearing the gospel of God’s grace.  It’s the 
gospel of second, third, and hundredth chances.  It’s what happened when Jesus was crucified.  Did 
you notice that in our Gospel lesson?  Did you notice how many chances Jesus gave? 
 
The first and most obvious one, which is only found in Luke’s Gospel, is that Jesus explicitly forgave 
those who crucified him - both the active participants and passive bystanders alike.  Listen again to 
what Jesus said as he was hanging there on the cross, “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what 
they are doing.”  Jesus didn’t specify who should be forgiven.  Instead, he asked God to forgive 
everyone, those who hung him on the cross, those who stole his clothes, and those who stood by and 
did nothing. 
 
The second place where Jesus provided another chance was to the thief next to him.  As Jesus was 
hanging on the cross, two criminals were on each side of him.  One of them mocked Jesus in an attempt 
to save himself.  “Are you not the Messiah?  Save yourself and us.” But then the other defended Jesus, 
and all he asked was not to be forgotten.  He knew he deserved what he was getting.  But Jesus took 
it further and promised the thief that he would join him in paradise. 
 
There are plenty of other places where Jesus gave people more chances.  Jesus gave Peter another 
chance after he denied Jesus.  Jesus gave the crowds another chance to see Jesus as God’s son after 
they jeered and condemned him.  Jesus gave the centurion another chance after he put him to death.  
Jesus gave the world, including us, another chance to encounter God directly when he tore the curtain 
in the Temple that separated the holy from the ordinary. 
 
I believe that’s the whole point of Jesus ’death and resurrection.  It’s not merely that we have a second 
and final chance; instead, we always have another opportunity for life, grace, mercy, and forgiveness.  
Yes, how Jesus died followed the world’s rule, order, and expectations.  There was nothing unusual 
about it.  People die all the time unjustly. 
 
But his resurrection invites us to see it as ordinary, like our death in all respects, and simultaneously 
as extraordinary, unlike our death in that it ushers in a new realm and order altogether.  Because Jesus ’
death and resurrection has the last word, our mistakes and regrets no longer define us. 
 
I think that’s why this final Sunday, known as Christ the King Sunday, is vital in our relationship with 
Jesus Christ.  We realize that Jesus didn’t come to be just one more king or ruler; instead, he was and 
is ushering in an entirely new order.  Jesus continually brings in a new world, new order, and new 
kingdom characterized by hope, grace, and above all, love.  It’s a kind of love that never wearies in 
extending and receiving that second, third, or hundredth chance to have a new life. 
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But how does a new life look?  Where does the death and resurrection of Jesus impact us today?  
When do we see this new order, new kingdom, a new world being ushered into this world?  Those are 
great questions.  They are questions that many people ask daily.  It’s why so many people have a 
difficult time understanding faith in Jesus Christ. 
 
One place I won’t ever forget seeing new life was in November 2019 when I visited San Diego to do 
some continuing education.  Specifically, I was there to do something called “First Call Theological 
Education.” All new pastors are supposed to go through this program so they can receive support in 
their new calls.  Often, we rotate between synods to learn about different ministries.  Although there 
are plenty of great ministries, one that left an impression on me was “Survivors of Torture.” 
 
When I say “torture,” I don’t mean being tortured through someone’s lousy singing, sitting in a car with 
arguing children, or having to “choke” down a miserable dinner.  When I say, “Survivors of Torture,” I 
mean the international independent nonprofit organization dedicated to caring for survivors of politically 
motivated torture and their families who live in San Diego County. 
 
As it’s known, SURVIVORS was created in 1997 by three Lutheran pastors.  It’s a holistic program that 
provides psychological counseling, social services, medical treatment, among so much more to help 
people reclaim their humanity that brutal dictators and governments stole.  Since their inception in 1997, 
they have served and cared for approximately 1,800 men, women, and children who have fled from 
over 80 different countries where torture is prevalent.  Most were tortured because of their ethnicity, 
religion, gender, sexual identity, political viewpoints, among other reasons. 
 
Although you can read that information anywhere, I saw the kingdom of God when one of their clients 
was brave enough to come and share her story.  I will call her Mia.  Mia was from the Middle East and 
came to San Diego in 2014.  Before arriving, she said the horrific events she experienced began one 
night while sleeping.  As described, “It began when I was suddenly awakened when a bunch of people 
broke into my house.  They kidnapped and imprisoned me because they believed I was a Christian.  I 
spent months being abused and tortured because of my faith.  They forced me to confess that I was a 
Christian.” 
 
Eventually, her family sold all their possessions, house, and land to pay her captors.  But her story 
didn’t end there.  Upon being released, her family left their home country to find safety.  Every time Mia 
thought she was safe, she was abused and tortured again.  She had fled to five different countries 
before she ended up in San Diego.  She said that at one point, “I felt so hopeless that I just wanted to 
die.” 
 
When she arrived at SURVIVORS, she was scared and uncertain of what would happen to her.  She 
didn’t smile or show any emotion; she was just a shell of a person.  As she shared her story, I could 
see through the joyful tears in her eyes that this wasn’t the case anymore.   She said that after all the 
help she received, she could hold her head high and look forward to a new future.  She mentioned she 
finished her GED, was studying computer science and planning to get her Ph.D. 
 
This story is just a glimpse of God giving someone a second, third, or hundredth chance.  Because of 
Christ’s death and resurrection, we can live entirely new and different lives.  We don’t have to be defined 
by what we’ve done or what’s happened to us.  Whether we made mistakes, have been abused, or 
have taken this life for granted, Jesus Christ provides us with an opportunity to be made new. 
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So, on this last Sunday called Christ the King Sunday, know that you have been given a second, third, 
hundredth, and unlimited chances.  You have been given another chance because Jesus wants you to 
live in the kingdom of God that’s here and now as well as the yet-to-come. 
 
Jesus wants you to know that you are sent from here, free to live as a new being.  You can try again to 
repair those broken relationships, help others, and change your attitude.  You can live without the 
burden of regret or harm.  You can live without fear and anxiety.  You can live.  So, may you have a 
“Happy New Year!” 
 
          - Amen 


