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Some years ago, a colleague told me about this conversation which he overheard after 

the worship service one Sunday. One of the partners in the conversation was a 

newcomer, possibly she was church shopping, so she had lots of questions. The other 

participant was a church regular, she had been a member there for decades, she was a 

leader and a real supporter of the congregation’s life and ministry.  

So the first woman, the newcomer, said: “I really liked the children’s time. You are lucky 

to have a dozen children in church.” 

To which the other woman replied: “Oh, you should have been here twenty years ago – 

the church was full of people! And the Sunday School had a hundred children.” 

To one of those women, a dozen children in church was a great blessing.To the other 

woman, however, a dozen children was an indication of how everything had declined 

over the decades. 

The newcomer never came back. 

Gloria Steinem once described nostalgia as disempowering. Nostalgia may be defined 
as a longing or an affection for the past. But taken to the extreme, those who long for 
the past must acknowledge that that longing sometimes impedes our ability to move 
forward, it can lead to paralysis and an inability to move forward. Steinham also said 
that "When the past dies, there is mourning, but when the future dies - our imaginations 
are compelled to carry it on."  
When past patterns stop working, then our creativity kicks in, and we may start to 
envision something new – if we are not burdened by maintaining that nostalgia we long 
for. 
 

Rabbi Esther Lederman, in her new year’s reflection to her Jewish congregation 
remembered a student asking her this question: “Does one need to destroy in order to 
create?” 
 
Her answer, applied to the institution of her faith community, was this: “Sometimes, to 
embrace new possibilities, or new futures … we have to let go of things that may no 
longer be working. If we’re going to embrace a multi-access world, in which Jewish 
experiences and teachings can be found the minute you log onto a device, what do we 
stop doing and what do we start doing to build that capacity? And in a world in which we 
are working towards greater racial equity, diversity, and inclusion, what old habits, 
mindsets, attitudes, and behaviors need clearing out, so we can adopt new ways of 



being and behaving?” When I read her reflection I wondered about the church as well: 
Will we be brave enough to listen to the Spirit and not give in to despair. 
 
Rabbi Lederman found hope in her ancient tradition – it is not a nostalgic hope of 
maintaining the past at all costs, but one deeply rooted in faithfulness to the scriptures 
and the teachings of her own faith community:  
 
“Clearing out the old to make room for the new,” she wrote, “is the blessing of Shabbat. 
Once a week, we are given a gift – the opportunity to clear out the baggage and detritus 
from the week and make room for freshness and renewal. As the sun sets and the stars 
begin to appear on Friday night, that is our opportunity to say “good riddance” to 
anything we no longer need. Then, think of the Sabbath as a chance to say: “Hello. 
What am I open to? What new things can I see or sense? What new possibilities 
await?” 
 
 
Our scripture readings today straddle a dual message of our faith which is deeply rooted 
in our rich history, but not so nostalgic that it becomes an obstacle to moving forward. 
 
For example, John the Baptist was the forerunner of Jesus’ ministry, and John 
acknowledged that Jesus was the one who would bring God’s kingdom to the world. Yet 
John had his own way of doing things:  Repent for the Kingdom is near! he cried. 
 
The son of Elizabeth and Zechariah cut a pretty rough figure, one we probably wouldn’t 

listen to today. He was described in Matthew’s gospel as an ascetic and a scold, 

because he was always offering a bitter pill for his audience to swallow. I imagine that 

his coat of camel skin was worn with the itchy hairy side against the skin, to increase its 

discomfort. His diet of locusts and weeds kept him lean and cranky and his rhetoric was 

shockingly disrespectful of the religious authorities of his day. John’s message to the 

crowds was always ominous, full of apocalyptic judgment, the winnowing fork and the 

burning of the chaff. John the Baptist would scare the people into faith. 

So when John spoke of Jesus’ upcoming ministry, perhaps what he envisioned was a 
ministry characterized by that same judgment, that Jesus’ vocation was to slice out 
whatever offended him with a sharp, cutting edge, in order to prepare for God’s 
kingdom.  
 
Yet when Jesus commenced his ministry, it was filled primarily with compassionate 
healings, with teachings about an abundance of blessing for everyone, with kingdom 
values of service and faithfulness.  
 
The contrast of these two portraits is stark. Later on, John the Baptist himself would 
question from his prison cell whether Jesus really was “the one who is to come” – 
because Jesus’ ministry was so different from what John had envisioned.  
 



When Jesus heard about John’s confusion, Jesus replied with imagery that drawn 
straight from the prophet Isaiah, to show that his joyful and healing ministry, even if 
John finds it unexpected, Jesus’ ministry will be exactly what God’s Messiah should be 
doing, according to the prophets and God’s living Word. 
 
Jesus’ baptism by John, then, is the holy sign that Jesus has God’s blessing to do 
something very different, while the Holy Spirit comes to rest upon him to empower him 
forward along the path.  Jesus is affirmed as a beloved and faithful child of God, with 
whom God is well pleased.  Thus, his ministry of compassion and healing, of raising up 
the lowest and confusing the powerful, that is the mission of God’s living Word which 
has become incarnate in the world. 
 
 The same Spirit that came to rest on Jesus by the Jordan River also empowers those 
who follow Jesus. This gives us, the present day disciples, the hope we need to live 
faithfully with God, demonstrating compassion and healing and justice-making, all the 
while listening for God’s affirmations that we too are “beloved” and with us God is “well 
pleased.” 
 
But doing something completely new requires courage.  Or else a crisis so pervasive 
that we have no choice but to adapt and re-create and re-envision what our future and 
our capacity might be.   
 
Bishop Michael Curry once said in an interview at the beginning of the pandemic that, 
over the last decade, he went to so many meetings prior to the shutdowns where 
colleagues in ministry all agreed that someone should do something about bringing the 
church into the digital age. But they all had an excuse. “I am too busy! It wouldn’t work 
at my parish… We don’t have the right skills and no time to develop them…” They didn’t 
have the courage to make such a drastic change to their traditions and routines. 
 
Bishop Curry didn’t go so far as to say that the pandemic was actually the Holy Spirit 
coming to earth to kick their butts, but he did challenge us to listen to what the Spirit is 
trying to say and to be brave enough to follow through. 
 
We had a great Christmas season here.  The pure of joy of gathering for Advent 
services, Sunday after Sunday, including a great live pageant. Then the in person Xmas 
Eve and Xmas Day services, which I will never take for granted again. 
 
On some level I recognize that we were longing to return to what we remembered, not 
for the nostalgic reasons, but because being together in church on Christmas Eve is 
one way that we reclaim the radically new spirit of Christ’s birth, in the midst of all the 
predictable commercials, and holiday festivities and family reunions. Now it is a new 
year, and we are being invited to carry that new spirit into the new year. 
 
Will we be brave? Will we be brave enough to welcome Christ’s new birth, a new way of 
doing things, a reevaluation of the way we’ve done things, and find the courage to let 
some things go.  Will we be brave enough to vote in favour of something that gives 



more safety, or is more meaningful, or is a new creation, or an old tradition refreshed 
with new ideas?  
 
Will we be brave? Will we be brave step forward into new responsibility, even if it means 
stretching our talents in a new area, or learning new skills, or finding more time?  Will 
we be brave enough not to give in to despair, but to find the hope that if we step 
forward, then someone else might step forward too, and that’s more than enough to 
start a revolution. 
 
Will we be brave?  Jesus was brave enough to find a new path to the same kingdom 
that John the Baptist was promoting, just a more compassionate, more faithful path to 
the God he knew.   
 
May God give us the courage we need to flourish in this New Year, regardless of the 
challenges ahead. May God give us hope to carry on. Thanks be to God. 
 


