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Matthew 3: 13-17(NRSV) 

 

Prayer: Gracious and eternal God, startle us this morning with the truth 
of your love revealed in scripture. Silence in us any voice but your own 
that we might be your faithful disciples in the world. May the words of 
my mouth and the meditation of all of our hearts be acceptable to you, 
our rock and our redeemer. AMEN 

Friends, I want to name it right up front. As our new deacon Gar stated 
simply and eloquently on Thursday, “It’s been a hard week to be a 
human.” 

News compiled on news, foreign and domestic trauma. Fear in our 
neighborhoods, schools, places of work, businesses, restaurants, and a 
hospital. And the killing of Renee Good by a Federal Agent, a mother of 
three, on a residential street of our city. And then, more violence in 
Oregon. 

If you are grieving, feeling sad, weary, angry, unfocused, despairing, 
scattered, upset, fearful, confused... you are not alone. You are human. 
God holds all our feelings. 

This is a moment for lament. This is a moment for grief. This is a 
moment for righteous anger. And it is also a moment for prayer, 
generosity, and showing up with and for one another. Despite what our 
eyes see right now, or how we feel, God’s Spirit invites us to continue to 
believe in the long, slow, difficult work of justice and peace. 
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The state of our world is the lens through which we encounter, again, the 
story of Jesus’ baptism on this “Baptism of the Lord” Sunday. We read a 
version of this story every year. Good stories are meant to be told and 
retold. The Biblical story is our story as well. We can allow it to take 
root deep within us and remind us who we are and to whom we belong. 

We will read the story from the Gospel of Matthew, the third chapter. As 
you know, Matthew is one of the two gospels that tells the story of 
Jesus’ birth. Matthew includes the story of the Magi, who followed a 
star to get to Jesus, and notes their joy upon seeing him. When the Magi 
then ignore Herod, Herod feels his power threatened, he responds with 
rage and cruelty, ordering death to all the baby boys in the area. Jesus 
and his family became refugees. 

But remember, Herod did not prevail. Love came into the world and evil 
tried to destroy it, but love won. 

To set up our story, Matthew lets us know that John, a scruffy, locust 
eating, scratchy camel hair wearing prophet is in the wilderness in Judea 
preaching and baptizing people in the Jordan river for the forgiveness of 
sins. And people are coming to him in droves.  

John tells the people that he is baptizing with water, but one will come 
that will baptize with the fire of the holy spirit. 

Matthew 3: 13–17 

Then Jesus came from Galilee to the Jordan to be baptized by 
John. 14But John tried to deter him, saying, “I need to be baptized 
by you, and do you come to me?” 
15Jesus replied, “Let it be so now; it is proper for us to do this to 
fulfill all righteousness.” Then John consented. 
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16As soon as Jesus was baptized, he went up out of the water. At 
that moment heaven was opened, and he saw the Spirit of God 
descending like a dove and alighting on him. 17And a voice from 
heaven said, “This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well 
pleased.” AMEN 

John preaches a baptism of repentance, he invites people to turn from sin 
and selfishness, turn from smallness toward God, with an open heart and 
willingness to be God’s person in a new way. 

The call to repentance wasn’t new for God’s people, but clearly 
something different is happening here. 

 Jerusalem was the heart of religious power, and those who lived there 
might seek repentance in the temple with the priest but were not. All the 
action, all the excitement is happening way outside Jerusalem in the 
wilderness. Matthew shows us right away that with Jesus, the power 
dynamic of “power over” and “might makes right” is about to shift, 
indeed must shift, to a Jesus model of empowerment or “power with one 
another” if there is to be a future of justice and love. 

Every gospel writer makes it clear that Jesus is different, that God is 
doing a new thing in him and John the Baptist, too, points to that reality. 
John’s preaching does not focus on himself and what he is doing, but 
points to Jesus and the life-giving Spirit that he brings. 

Jesus’ life of ministry – his commissioning – begins in the waters of 
baptism, where it comes quietly. There is no fanfare or pageantry as 
Jesus arrives at the bank of the river. Maybe some people recognize him 
as “that carpenter’s son,” but he has yet to begin his public ministry. 

Jesus, knowing who he was, could have chosen to stand on the shores of 
the river, offering a gentle touch or reassuring word to the “regular” folk 
as they step into the water, wishing them well, or even praying over 
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them. But he doesn’t do that. Instead, Jesus wades in the river in order to 
stand shoulder to shoulder with us regular folk, we who struggle, and 
who, despite our best efforts, continue to hurt one another, the earth, and 
ourselves. Jesus enacts a radical solidarity with the people before they 
even know who he is. 

As Jesus emerges from the waters, we get an almost cinematic view of 
what Jesus experiences. The clouds part, the Holy Spirit like a dove 
descends and alight on Jesus. The mystery of heaven cracks open and 
God pronounces Jesus “beloved, ” God’s delight. 

This is our story, too. 

In the church we understand that baptism is a visible sign of an inward 
reality. We are called and claimed by God, we die and rise with Christ, 
and are bestowed with gifts for ministry, all of which we act out at the 
font, with promises and water and prayers. 

In seminary, my worship professor Scott Haldeman said that because the 
act of baptism is an indelible mark of identity as God’s beloved, 
something that cannot be taken away, he wished we could be baptized 
with ink… something that wouldn’t wash off. We would see it in the 
mirror and others could see it, too. 

Claiming God’s beloved as identity is not a sentimental feeling, but a 
radical truth that is intimately connected with social justice. Because 
Jesus shows that in baptism, all worldly status is broken down by 
passing through the waters and this makes way for reconciliation with 
God and other people. 1  

God’s beloved are not just those we know and care about. They are 
those with whom we disagree. God’s beloved are those who look, think, 

 
1 Ideas from Scott Haldeman’s worship class notes, Chicago Theological Seminary, Spring, 
2008. 
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speak, and love differently than we do. God’s beloved is the earth, the 
water, the sky. As we claim this identity, we have eyes to see the image 
of God in all people. There is no longer us and them, only “we.” 

In everything Jesus did, said, and taught, he stripped the illusion of 
“power over” as a way to live in community, the illusion that “might 
makes right”, and that peace is found through violence and intimidation. 
Our faith communities are designed to accompany one another through 
life’s ups and downs and offer service to others. We are called, as 
followers of Jesus, to recognize the belovedness in our neighbor and to 
nurture that.  

I was struck this week by a comment made by a member of the 
administration in Washington on the news. He said that the truth of the 
world is that it is governed by strength, governed by force and governed 
by power. “These are the iron laws of the world since the beginning of 
time,” he said. (see sources below for where to find the quote) 

Yet, as followers of Jesus, our faith, our sacred text, our tradition reveals 
that this is not God’s way. This is not God’s truth. 

Jesus offers a different way. The world that God created, the world that 
God imagines, is one where humans, creatures and the earth all thrive. 
This mutual flourishing is governed not by strength and might, but by 
GRACE, not by force, but by COMPASSION AND LOVE, not by 
power over, but by the power of COMMUNITY. No one or nothing can 
erase the fact that we are forgiven, loved, and freed to be God’s people 
in the world. 

On Thursday, Pastor Erica and I gathered in Renee Good’s 
neighborhood with about 200 Christian, Muslim and Jewish faith leaders 
for a press conference organized by ISAIAH. Each speaker affirmed the 
sacredness of human life, the need for justice, community, love, courage 
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and accountability in the face of the violence and cruelty we are 
witnessing in our city and world. 

The press conference was closed by one of the Minnesota ELCA 
Bishops Regina Hassanally, who offered us a word about sustaining 
hope. She reminded us that fear is a tool of the oppressor. Fear seeks to 
divide and make us suspicious of the other. But hope is the antidote to 
fear. Hope, she said, is a seed planted in the ground, where it does its 
work, even when we cannot see, even when everyone is watching. 

Hope is the currency of the people of God. Hope unites. It uplifts and it 
sustains us. Poet and artist Jan Richardson talks about the hope that we 
claim not for someday but for this day. 

In our tradition, hope comes in the form of a body, a human body, sinew 
and bone; a to-be-broken body. And hope comes not someday, but this 
day. 

We were reminded that, in Jesus, hope is our anchor, it keeps us steady 
so that we will not be swayed by winds of scheming, trickery or deceit. 

We can have hope that is grounded in God’s love and reconciliation. 
Richardson says, this is the...Hope that will not keep quiet and be polite. 
Hope that knows how to holler when it is called for. Hope that knows 
how to sing when there seems to be little cause. Hope that shows up 
when we are together. Hope not only for tomorrow but for today. 

It is perfect that Jesus’ baptism is the text for the Sunday when we 
ordain and install our new officers. All of whom were given gifts to 
build up community and glorify God. All of whom will work for a 
church that represents grace, love, compassion, community and 
mutuality to the world. 
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So, friends, feel what you feel, lament the evil in the world. Rage and 
cry, and cling to one another, for we have hope that shows up in each 
other. Remember that love is the most powerful force in the world, it can 
move mountains. We are stronger together. 

As we remember our own baptism, let us hold fast to God’s promises as 
we work and pray for a kinder, more just, compassionate world and seek 
the face of the Christ in our neighbor. 

May it be so. 

AMEN 

Sources: 
Interview on CNN between Jake Tapper and Stephen Miller: 
https://www.google.com/search?q=interview+stephen+miller+jake+tapper+strength&oq=intervi
ew+stephen+miller+jake+tapper+strength&gs_lcrp=EgZjaHJvbWUyBggAEEUYOTIHCAEQIR
igATIHCAIQIRigATIHCAMQIRigATIHCAQQIRigATIHCAUQIRiPAjIHCAYQIRiPAtIBCT
ExOTU3ajBqN6gCALACAA&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-
8#fpstate=ive&vld=cid:162264b5,vid:kLFkQbPWWDI,st:0 

ISAIAH Press Conference, January 8, 2026 

https://www.facebook.com/ISAIAHMN/videos/866843849537634 

Blessing of Hope 

So may we know the hope that is not just for someday but for this day—
here, now, in this moment that opens to us: hope not made of wishes but 
of substance, hope made of sinew and muscle and bone, hope that has 
breath and a beating heart, hope that will not keep quiet and be polite, 
hope that knows how to holler when it is called for, hope that knows 
how to sing when there seems little cause, hope that raises us from the 
dead—not someday but this day, every day, again and again and again. 

– Jan Richardson 
from The Cure for Sorrow: A Book of Blessings for Times of Grief 

https://www.google.com/search?q=interview+stephen+miller+jake+tapper+strength&oq=interview+stephen+miller+jake+tapper+strength&gs_lcrp=EgZjaHJvbWUyBggAEEUYOTIHCAEQIRigATIHCAIQIRigATIHCAMQIRigATIHCAQQIRigATIHCAUQIRiPAjIHCAYQIRiPAtIBCTExOTU3ajBqN6gCALACAA&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8#fpstate=ive&vld=cid:162264b5,vid:kLFkQbPWWDI,st:0
https://www.google.com/search?q=interview+stephen+miller+jake+tapper+strength&oq=interview+stephen+miller+jake+tapper+strength&gs_lcrp=EgZjaHJvbWUyBggAEEUYOTIHCAEQIRigATIHCAIQIRigATIHCAMQIRigATIHCAQQIRigATIHCAUQIRiPAjIHCAYQIRiPAtIBCTExOTU3ajBqN6gCALACAA&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8#fpstate=ive&vld=cid:162264b5,vid:kLFkQbPWWDI,st:0
https://www.google.com/search?q=interview+stephen+miller+jake+tapper+strength&oq=interview+stephen+miller+jake+tapper+strength&gs_lcrp=EgZjaHJvbWUyBggAEEUYOTIHCAEQIRigATIHCAIQIRigATIHCAMQIRigATIHCAQQIRigATIHCAUQIRiPAjIHCAYQIRiPAtIBCTExOTU3ajBqN6gCALACAA&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8#fpstate=ive&vld=cid:162264b5,vid:kLFkQbPWWDI,st:0
https://www.google.com/search?q=interview+stephen+miller+jake+tapper+strength&oq=interview+stephen+miller+jake+tapper+strength&gs_lcrp=EgZjaHJvbWUyBggAEEUYOTIHCAEQIRigATIHCAIQIRigATIHCAMQIRigATIHCAQQIRigATIHCAUQIRiPAjIHCAYQIRiPAtIBCTExOTU3ajBqN6gCALACAA&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8#fpstate=ive&vld=cid:162264b5,vid:kLFkQbPWWDI,st:0
https://www.google.com/search?q=interview+stephen+miller+jake+tapper+strength&oq=interview+stephen+miller+jake+tapper+strength&gs_lcrp=EgZjaHJvbWUyBggAEEUYOTIHCAEQIRigATIHCAIQIRigATIHCAMQIRigATIHCAQQIRigATIHCAUQIRiPAjIHCAYQIRiPAtIBCTExOTU3ajBqN6gCALACAA&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8#fpstate=ive&vld=cid:162264b5,vid:kLFkQbPWWDI,st:0
https://www.facebook.com/ISAIAHMN/videos/866843849537634
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