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Old Testament Lesson—Psalm 29

Ascribe to the Lord, O heavenly beings, ascribe to the Lord glory and strength. Ascribe to the
Lord the glory of his name; worship the Lord in holy splendor. The voice of the Lord is over the
waters, the God of glory thunders, the Lord, over mighty waters. The voice of the Lord is
powerful; the voice of the Lord is full of majesty. The voice of the Lord breaks the cedars; the
Lord breaks the cedars of Lebanon. He makes Lebanon skip like a calf, and Sirion like a young
wild ox. The voice of the Lord flashes forth flames of fire. The voice of the Lord shakes the
wilderness, the Lord shakes the wilderness of Kadesh. The voice of the Lord causes the oaks to
whirl, and strips the forest bare; and in his temple all say, "Glory!" The Lord sits enthroned over
the flood; the Lord sits enthroned as king forever. May the Lord give strength to his people! May
the Lord bless his people with peace!

New Testament Lesson—Mark 1:4-11

John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the
forgiveness of sins. And people from the whole Judean countryside and all the people of
Jerusalem were going out to him, and were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their
sins. Now John was clothed with camel's hair, with a leather belt around his waist, and he ate
locusts and wild honey. He proclaimed, "The one who is more powerful than I is coming after
me; I am not worthy to stoop down and untie the thong of his sandals. I have baptized you

with water; but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit." In those days Jesus came from

Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan. And just as he was coming up out of
the water, he saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit descending like a dove on him. And a
voice came from heaven, "You are my Son, the Beloved, with you I am well pleased.”

I’ve never been that interested in New Year’s resolutions. That’s not to say I’m against
getting healthier or developing better spending habits. Of course, I’'m all for self-improvement
and DIY projects. I’'m not opposed to reading more books or having less screen time. Yes, self-
care is good—very good. In fact, I think it’s critically important—perhaps now more than ever.

And I certainly support taking a good look at your priorities and shifting things around as
necessary. Yes, all of these resolutions are good goals to have. And I’d applaud anyone doing
their best to reach them and become better versions of themselves. Kudos to you!

Yes, New Year’s resolutions are great, but...from where I’m standing, they just don’t go
far enough. I think we can be much more ambitious, my friends. And to be honest, I believe we
can and should be do better.

Our many mistakes, our collective apathy, cynicism, and willful ignorance have made
doing so less and less optional. It’s now incumbent upon us to do better—to do all we can.

Not only does our world deserve it; not only do our neighbors need it, but so do you. So
do I. So do we...



John Wesley encourages the Church today with these words: “Do all the good you can,
by all the means you can, in all the ways you can, in all the places you can, at all the times you
can, to all the people you can, as long as you ever can.”

You see: New Year’s resolutions—even those that aren’t focused squarely on yourself,
just feel less likely to move the needle. They just don’t seem to go far enough.

“Do all the good you can, by all the means you can, in all the ways you can, in all the
places you can, at all the times you can, to all the people you can, as long as you ever can.”

Now that’s quite the ask. I get it. It’s bold, sure; but I don’t think it’s idealistic. I don’t
imagine Wesley said those words believing it was some unreasonable ask that only the best of us
could hope to strive for—some unreachable goal that only the saints among us have a chance to
achieve. His words aren’t some impossible fantasy.

No, I think those words were meant for our ears today—for everyone—especially those
of us who feel like what we have to offer isn’t desperately needed and irreplaceable—who feel as
if our gifts and talents can’t help create real and lasting change—who ask, What good can I do?

At the center of Wesley’s wisdom is the conviction that God works through us—that God
is working through us to bring new life, new hope, and new possibilities into the world—new
things that don’t just please God but benefit all of Creation and every creature in it.

Siblings in Christ, deep in my heart, I believe we’re being called at the start of this new
year to dream big—to imagine boldly—to inspire our neighbors to reach for the stars—to shoot
for the moon—to envision a world Jesus would be proud of.

The good news of the gospel is that, with God’s help, we can do hard things. We can
accomplish difficult tasks. We can become peacemakers and foster unity and understanding even
in contentious times.

Friends, I don’t mean to sound arrogant, but I know this to be true. I believe it, and I
know it. And I’ll give you three reasons why. I could give you more, but three’s enough.

For starters, we’ve already experienced the impossible. Together, after a silent night, we
celebrated and bore witness to the miracle of Christmas. Surrounded by our families and loved
ones, the Word became flesh and dwelt among us. God became a human being. Christ was born
into the world and inside our hearts. Glory to the newborn King!

But the story doesn’t end there, does it? In fact, just yesterday the Church kicked off the
season of Epiphany. We celebrated the long journey of wise ones guided by a star—a star that
would lead them to the Savior of the World. We celebrated the Light of Christ made known to all
peoples and all places.

And today, to usher in the new year, we not only get to remember the baptism of our
Lord, but we also get to remember and reaffirm our own baptism. We get to reflect on those
promises we made to God. We remember we’ve been cleansed, that we’ve been called, that
we’ve been claimed by our Creator.

And most of all, we have the opportunity—no, we have the privilege of reclaiming that
identity for ourselves—that we’ve been born again—that our former selves have been washed
away with love—that we’re all God’s beloved children.

That is who we are. We are who we are because of Whose we are. This morning, we
reclaim our oneness and our giftedness.

Let me be clear, my friends. When we passed through the waters of baptism, each of us
was transformed. We’re no longer who we used to be. We’re now clothed with the goodness and
righteousness and faithfulness of Christ Jesus!



When we passed through those waters, our salvation was procured. Our forgiveness was
secured. And God’s grace was assured.

We, beloved, are new creations! We are new creations in Christ Jesus!

And as new creations, we can do absolutely anything with God’s help. We can face
whatever comes our way. We can thrive within green pastures and still waters and walk
confidently through the valley of the shadow of death.

We can do these hard things. I know this because that same Holy Spirit who took the
shape of a dove two thousand years ago at the Jordan River—that same Holy Spirit who blessed
Jesus with the power to perform miracles—is the same Spirit who empowers all of us today with
gifts to change the world.

That same Holy Spirit came down when we were baptized, too. And She empowered us,
too. She gave us talents—gave us everything we need to follow where Christ leads. She blessed
us with the power to heal, and listen, and empathize, and bridge divides.

Of course, the irony of God blessing us personally with gifts is that those gifts aren’t
meant for us to keep. They’re meant to be shared and distributed with equity. Since the days of
Abraham, God’s people have been blessed to be a blessing.

We are blessed in order to share God’s blessings. We are gifted so that we can gift those
who need it most. We are talented because, frankly, the world needs our talents.

You see: The new creation you are by baptism isn’t meant to benefit you alone. It never
was. Your transformation isn’t just your gift. It’s theirs too. Your gifts are mine and mine are
yours. It’s ours, together.

And the world needs our gifts now. No need to wait for some culturally accepted time to
do new things. We are new things—don’t you see? You are the new thing God is doing! We are
new creations and God’s got big plans for us.

People of God: The world is crying out for healing and restoration. Creation, itself, is
crying out for the Church to light up its dark places. The earth is desperately in need of a healing
balm—a balm crafted with justice, mercy, and love. It needs new creations.

Listen closely: As a new creation, you don’t have to be that person who doesn’t believe
in themselves. As new creations, we don’t have to be part of the chorus of voices claiming that
nothing ever changes or that we’re hopelessly in a downward spiral of our own making.

As new creations, we don’t have to be satisfied with the status quo. We don’t have to be
part of those who amplify the apathy and cynicism so common in our time. We don’t have to live
with ignorance or shrug our shoulders at what is.

Instead, my friends, we can be table-turners like Jesus! We don’t have to pretend our
hands are tied when we witness injustice. We can choose to believe our actions can make a
difference—because they do! We can follow Christ’s example and align ourselves with the most
vulnerable.

And yes: We don’t have to let our tribalism convince us that something is okay when, in
our heart of hearts, we know it’s wrong. We can work together to finally tamp down the partisan
vitriol that divides us. We can listen and learn and empathize and withhold judgment.

We can throw into the fire that sinful idol that lies to us—the lie that tries to convince us
our party affiliation is more valuable than our citizenship in heaven—is more important than our
siblinghood in Christ. We can disrupt the vicious cycle of political animosity that prevents us
from talking about things so important to us with those we love the most.



We can rediscover our common humanity. We can remember and celebrate our identities
as Christ-followers first and foremost—Ilong before our identities as liberals, conservatives,
Protestants, Catholics, evangelicals, or Americans.

This is who we are—new creations in Christ Jesus—called to be co-creators with God
and partners in peacemaking.

That is who we are. So be who you are, so that all may know Whose you are.

Amen.



