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“If you are anything like me, there is some part of you that was relieved to turn 
the calendar over to 2021. The new year puts at least some symbolic distance 

between ourselves and 2020, a year that brought so much chaos, heartbreak, and 
uncertainty to so many people throughout the world. I dare say that no one lived 

through the past year without experiencing some level of disruption and loss of 
freedom, of health, of loved ones, and especially our cherished notions of how 

things ‘ought’ to be,” writes Franciscan priest, Richard Rohr.  
 

In the last month of 2020, we moved through Advent, the beginning of our church 

year; and now, in one of the first weeks of this new calendar year, we find 
ourselves at the Jordan River.  

 
Jesus comes from Nazareth in Galilee to be baptized by John. It seems to me that 

this is a strange thing for Jesus to do. John’s baptism with water was about 
repenting – the turning away from sin and returning to God. But Jesus is no 

sinner. He is the only one in all humankind to be free from sin.  
And yet, he comes to John at the Jordan.  

 
On this particular day in 2021, it seems to me that Jesus’ baptism is important 

because our own is connected to it. In the moment of Jesus’ baptism, God’s voice 
calls over the waters, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.” 

Through the power of grace, this statement is not uniquely for Jesus – it is for us 
as well. We who are united with Christ through the waters of baptism, become 

God’s beloved children too.  

 
Have you ever wondered why the people flocked to hear John criticize them?  In 

today’s reading, Mark doesn’t record John exposing the sins of those gathered by 
calling them a “brood of vipers,” but Matthew does. In some way, I think we kinda 

expect to be called out for our sins. But Luther knew that sin was the only 
theological concept you didn’t have to teach to people, because folks already knew 

all about that. We reliably keep a running tally of our sins and we usually don’t 
need reminders about them. But what we do need reminding of, though, is that 

we’re not alone in our sin. That’s one of the reasons our worship services begin 
with these or similar words, “we confess that we are in bondage to sin and cannot 

free ourselves.” We become aware that our friends and family also recognize their 
own sin and need for forgiveness because they, too, repeat this line. Though we 

have sinned, God is also well pleased in us. Blessed by God, we can all do better.  
 

Our sin and our brokenness are fundamental aspects of human life. Parts of each 

of our lives. And that brokenness, as individuals and as a country, was evident this 
past Wednesday. 

 



I know that some of you think that politics don’t belong in the pulpit. Here are the 
reasons why I’m going to talk about politics today, anyway. We might do well to 

remember that the Bible doesn’t avoid politics, and neither does Jesus. But I’m 
also talking about politics because some of those rioting terrorists on Wednesday 

carried Christian flags, acting, or so they imagined, in the name of Christ.  
So as your pastor, I need to be clear that what we observed was not Christ-like.  

Christ-like people don’t wear t-shirts that speak of the holocaust by proclaiming 
they wish more Jews had been killed. Christ-like people don’t hang a noose and 

ready it for our Vice-President. Christ-like people don’t bring cases of plastic flex 
cuffs to restrain congressional hostages. And finally, because we cannot separate 

our baptized-selves from our citizen-selves, I wonder how we respond to this 
moment as baptized Christians. Do we stay silent or do we call out the terrorists? 

 
News reporters described the events with words such as “shocking” “horrifying” 

and “unprecedented.”  

Those of us in Oregon don’t have to go back very far - last summer, in fact - when 
we witnessed anger, threats, violence, and assaults on public servants and 

peaceful witnesses alike. Angry words spoken by leaders fanned the flames of 
dissent –asking if this is our (and I hate to write this) ‘new normal.’ While we have  

witnessed this type of unrest in other parts of the world, we have naively believed 
that the United States was immune. But we have always known, maybe only in 

the farthest reaches of our minds, that it was not.  
Our country, which was once the hallmark, the beacon of hope and civility in our 

world – no longer is. It is no longer surprising when violence breaks out, that we 
are not immune to violence, to sin, as individuals and as a country.  

 
In a Facebook post to ELCA clergy, Rev. Katie Hines-Shah, a pastor serving in 

Illinois wrote, “…when President-Elect Joe Biden and later Republican Senator Ben 
Sasse gave speeches Wednesday, they both said the same curious phrase over 

and over. They said, ‘This is not America.’” And Hines-Shah wrote that she 

couldn’t help but wonder, “were they being naïve? Or prophetic?” 
 

Later Wednesday evening, Ben Sasse, the Senator from Nebraska, echoed 
President-Elect Biden’s words. He said that insurrection and violence is “not 

America”. And then Sasse went on, saying that that our nation is about what we 
choose to do together. He said that we are called to reject the notion that might 

makes right. He said we can’t let the nihilists be our prophets. Instead, we are to 
be servant leaders, organizing, persuading, but most importantly, loving our 

neighbor. He suggested some ways to do that - making calls to a widower, 
shoveling walks for those who need the help. Sasse said with a Midwesterner’s 

experience, “You can’t hate someone who shovels your walk.” He said that on an 
ugly day it was okay to talk about beauty, beauty that could once again be. You 

could tell from his tone that Sasse could see it. Maybe we can too. 
 

“This is our mission. This is our call,” writes Pastor Hines-Shah. “This is the vision 

of every person who comes to the river in the wilderness, this is the desire of each 
and every parent as they carry their infants to the font. This vision, this promise, 

this desire, we share is not naïve. We do not believe that we are innately good or 



that somehow a one-time wash will leave us pure and sinless. We know we will 
falter and fail just as other people will fail us. As will our institutions, our nation, 

our constitution itself. These were, after all, created by human beings too. And yet 
we do not lose hope.” 

 
Mark’s Gospel says that immediately after Jesus’ baptism the Spirit drove him into 

the wilderness. There was work to be done. Demons to be driven out. People to be 
healed. The Gospel to be preached. Our salvation to be secured. Baptism 

empowered Jesus to take on his ministry. Baptism empowers us to take on our 
own. There are those who have not yet heard the word of God. There is a world 

that needs to be healed, rebuilt and even recreated. It won’t be easy, we know. 
There are wild beasts there, Mark writes. But there are also angels. 

 
And that’s not all. The power of God is with us. We know that when God speaks a 

word it is true – When God says, “Let there be light” – there is light. And when 

God calls us “beloved children” that is who we are. 
If we can hear the truth about our sin and accept it. If we are willing to work, if we 

are willing to serve. If we are willing to die to ourselves and let something new be 
born, then maybe, just maybe we will make the prophetic words of our politicians 

come true. Maybe we could love each other the way God loves us. 
 

Father Richard Rohr continues, “The beginning of the new year seems like a good 
time to pause, ‘pull back the veil,’ and ask, ‘Where is this all going? What is the 

end goal for all of us, and—for that matter—for the cosmos itself?’ Is our ‘late, 
great planet Earth’ really headed toward Armageddon? In these fractious, 

unmoored, and disillusioned times, I can hardly think of more relevant concerns. 
 

“But no matter what is going on around us, it’s important to remember that God 
keeps transforming creation into something both good and new. Instead of 

hurtling us towards catastrophe, God always wants to bring us somewhere even 

better. Reality is being unveiled— systems of evil and injustice are being seen in 
greater clarity, and our collective “normal” has been radically upended. God uses 

tragedy, suffering, pain—and even death to guide us into greater love.” 
 

Jesus Christ, here at his baptism, is the visible, knowable face of God – and for us, 
that changes everything. We who are united with Christ through the waters of 

baptism, become God’s children too. And we are beloved by God. 
 

Amen. 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 


