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Our family was on the road last weekend after spending the holiday week with our families in 
Maryland and Pennsylvania.  And so it was that we were able to spend New Year’s Eve with 
the Nornhold Family, who many of you all will remember from their years here in Bridgewater.  
They now live in the same area as Amanda’s sister, so it was easy for us to join them to ring in 
the New Year.  Anna and Seth had friends over, and Tristan and Liam have always been two 
peas in a pod.  So Rich and Kathy and Amanda and I – and occasionally Shylah when she 
wasn’t hanging out with the big kids – had some great time to play games while we caught up 
and counted down to midnight.   
 
Around 10 p.m. we were all at the dining room table playing games.  Anna and her friends 
were in the kitchen getting another round of snacks, when she exclaimed to the room, “Only 
two more hours until this wretched year is finally over!”  Without hesitation, I shouted out in 
reply – “Amen, sister!”   
 
2016 – if you will pardon my expression – was a pretty crappy year for me.  You may 
remember that it was ushered in during the preceding Advent with my defrocking by the 
Shenandoah District of the Church of the Brethren.  That was followed by unsuccessful 
appeals to the District Board and the Standing Committee.  And then a few weeks ago, so as 
to properly celebrate the occasion, I observed the one year anniversary of my defrocking by 
sitting for hours on the porcelain throne with a bucket in my arms, while having to bail on my 
ministerial responsibilities on the one weekend during Advent that I was scheduled to preach 
and to lead our Christmas Tenebrae Service.  As if that was not enough, when I started pulling 
out resources to begin my preparation for this sermon, the first thing I opened up was an old 
sermon on the baptism of Jesus entitled – I am not making this up – “Your Ordination.”1  Don’t 
ever tell me that irony is not built into the fabric of our very existence.   
 
I know Anna and I were not the only ones who were eager to see 2016 put to rest.  My 
ordination status was only one aspect of our tensions with the district, and our congregational 
leadership has been consumed by appeals, meetings, extra communications, and the general 
angst of trying to figure out how to navigate it all.  But even without all that extra stuff, we had 
more than our fair share of grief last year, with 22 deaths in our congregation alone.  And that 
doesn’t account for the losses in our extended families either.   
 
Farther from home, you know it is bad when you can list off the series of deaths and disasters 
with single names and pretty much everyone knows what you are talking about.  Randomly, 
incompletely, and in no particular order: Syria, Ziki, Haiti, Orlando, Nice, Charlotte, Brussels, 
Dallas, Election, Brexit, Clowns, Bowie, Prince, Ali, Cohen, Wilder, Rickman, Fisher, Glenn.  
Even with the small amount of time I spend on Facebook, I could see a fairly dramatic trend in 
the memes being posted the closer we got to year’s end.  Some of my favorites: “2016 be 
like… “I’m taking everyone” (written over a collage of images of celebrities who died this year), 
or “I feel like 2016 is like the small clip of news footage you see in the beginning of a post-
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apocalyptic movie explaining how the world was ruined…”, or the simply put, ““Giant Meteor 
2016: Just End it Already”  (mocked-up as an election poster).2   
 
That last of course, refers to the 2016 Presidential election, and the poll that found that 
American Millennials were so dissatisfied with their choices in this presidential election that 
nearly one in four said they would rather have a giant meteor destroy the Earth than see 
Donald Trump or Hillary Clinton in the White House.3  No matter what side of that electoral 
equation you were on, it is hard to deny that this most recent election season was one of the 
most negative, divisive, and discouraging in recent memory.  And it seemed a fitting contest for 
2016 – a year that is in the running for worst year ever according to countless news outlets 
including The Wall Street Journal4, Slate5 and The New York Times6.   
 
Now I know there were good things that happened in 2016 too.  I know of a few births and 
weddings, for instance, that I certainly celebrate, and a few bright spots of my own too, not the 
least of which is the support, faithfullness, and steadfastness of this congregation.  And I am 
well aware that the negative bias of instantaneous news coverage and our human evolutionary 
bias towards the same leads us toward pessimism as we ignore or are blind to long term 
positive trends such as falling crime rates, declining numbers of people living in extreme 
poverty worldwide, or the development of a vaccine against Ebola – all of which were also 
features of 2016.7 
 
Yet I have to be honest in saying that I have never been so glad to put a calendar year behind 
me.  While others counted down to the ball drop in Times Square, I counted down to a clip of 
John Oliver literally blowing up a giant 2016 Sign in the Red Bull Area.  For me, 2016 was a 
year of disappointment and disillusionment, a year of wounds and worry, a year of bitterness 
and betrayal.  I was glad to see it end, and I was ready for the new beginning offered by the 
coming of a new year.   
 
It seems that the people of Israel addressed in today’s reading from Isaiah might have been 
feeling something similar.  The section of scripture from which we read today comes from the 
part of the book known as “Second Isaiah”, so labeled because it is easily distinguishable from 
the first 39 chapters of “First Isaiah”, largely because it assumes an audience living in Babylon, 
having been defeated by the Babylonians and carted off to live in exile.  As such, it 
presupposes the disillusionment and defeatism of its audience.  Consider the portrait of the 
exiles painted by commentator Richard Ward8: 

 
The community was fractured.  One part was living in exile along the banks of the 
Euphrates.  Another part was scratching out a living in the homeland of Judah….the 
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homeland community languished in the aftermath of devastation.  Marauding armies, 
raiders, and vandals had plundered the land, leaving residents little to work with.  Whether 
on the Euphrates or in Judah, the feeling of spiritual dislocation was pervasive.  All shared 
the shame of defeat by a foreign power with imperial designs, their pride carried off like a 
trophy for a conquering king.  
 
What could be worse?  Their God had (apparently) been surrounded and bested by 
Marduk, Nebo, and the rest of the Babylonian pantheon.  Probing questions – difficult to 
ask – were gaining currency: How does our God stack up against these others who claim 
allegiance?  What is the character of our God?  Does God have the power to protect us or 
even care for us?  If so, how do we know that our God is with us?... 
 
Enter the poet/prophet who penned Second Isaiah to stand with the people in the space 
where a center used to be.  Here is the challenge that the prophet faced: to restore a sense 
of a Center to a people demoralized by war, captivity, devastation, and exile and cut off 
from the sacred stories and traditions of faith.  Their call to live as a family of faith within the 
family of nations was a distant echo.  The covenant made with the wild, whispering God of 
Abraham and Sarah was now, it seemed, a broken promise.   

 
It was into just such a despairing moment that Second Isaiah offered the word of hope that we 
have heard today.  It is the first of four Messianic “Servant Songs” which herald the coming of 
one who would bring justice to the nations.  It proclaims a new thing that is about to be 
undertaken.  With the servant at the lead, the people are being called to the work of justice – 
opening the eyes that are blind and bringing prisoners out from the dungeons.  In that work, 
they will once again be a light to the nations.   
 
It is no coincidence that the Lectionary which we follow has us reading this passage on the first 
Sunday after Epiphany, falling conveniently just after the New Year, and pairs it with the story 
of John’s baptism of Jesus.  Between Isaiah’s declaration that “the former things have come to 
pass, and new things I now declare; before they spring forth,”9 and the inauguration of Jesus’ 
public ministry with his immersion in the Jordan River, we find much fertile ground for 
contemplating the beginning of a new year.  And when the heavens open and the voice 
declares the baptized Jesus to be “the Beloved, in whom I am well pleased,”10 we hear a clear 
and poignant echo of the Servant announced in the opening of Isaiah’s first Servant Song as 
“my chosen, in whom my soul delights.”11 
 
These are scriptures I have heard countless times before.  But just as we have cycled through 
countless changes of the calendar year, sometimes they come at an opportune moment, and 
hold a message ripe for the grasping.  Such was the case with me in my recent reading of 
these scriptures.   
 
Our common view of baptism is much like that of the New Year – out with old, in with the new.  
Indeed, a common blessing for the newly baptized as they stand from their kneeling position is, 
“Arise, and walk in newness of life.”  But what struck me in my reading of the baptism of Jesus 
this time around – no doubt because of my own yearning for such newness of life – was that 
this baptismal understanding doesn’t necessarily hold if the baptism of Jesus is our model.  For 
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it was with just such an understanding of baptism as cleansing and repentance that John 
argued against baptizing Jesus, for Jesus had no need for such a baptism.  And yet Jesus 
insisted.  So why?  The traditional answer, found within the scripture, was “to fulfill all 
righteousness,”12 which to me has always suggested that Jesus was simply submitting to a 
ritual practice of his inherited tradition, with no greater meaning than going through his 
religious paces.   
 
And yet in this reading, held up in conjunction with the first Servant Song of Isaiah, with all of 
my own “stuff” clinging obstinately to my consciousness, I heard something again, as if for the 
time: in his baptism, Jesus accepted the mantle of Isaiah’s Servant.  Whether or not it was 
intentional, I know not.  But with the voice from heaven echoing God’s declaration of the 
Servant to Jesus, the connection suddenly seemed clear to me.  In his baptism, Jesus took on 
the role spelled out in our song from Isaiah – bringing sight to blind eyes, lifting up those who 
sit in dungeons, gently and faithfully bringing forth justice and light to the nations.  As Eugene 
Peterson paraphrased Jesus’s response to John in the translation we read from The Message, 
“God’s work, putting things right all these centuries, is coming together right now in this 
baptism.”   
And for whatever reason, this realization spoke to my heart anew.  When I was baptized as a 
follower of Jesus in my youth, it wasn’t because I was dirty and needed to be made clean.  It 
wasn’t because I was depraved and needed to repent.  It wasn’t because I was soiled by 
original sin and needed fire insurance so I wouldn’t go to hell.  It was because I believed in 
what Jesus was all about.  It was because I wanted to accept a new way of doing things --  a 
new “M.O.” if you will – a way that followed the example and teachings of Jesus.  And I sought 
baptism because it was a way to mark that decision, that commitment – to let go of my own 
way, so that I could follow Jesus’ way.   
 

I knew all this of course.  It is part of my faith story, and a big part of why I am standing before 
you to speak today.  But somehow, over the course of the years, and all the peaks and valleys 
that have come with them, I had forgotten.  And it apparently has taken a supremely crappy 
year, coupled with a well-timed Lectionary, to remind me.  It isn’t really a new year I have been 
yearning for, but a new M.O. – or rather an old M.O. that I had allowed to be overwhelmed in a 
sea of negativity.   
 

Winston Churchill said something to the effect that, “Sometimes we learn from history, but 
most of the time we just pick ourselves up, brush ourselves off, and go right on as we had 
before.”13  That’s not going to do it for me this year.  So this is my New Year’s resolution – to 
renew the promises I first made in my baptism: to recommit to the way of Jesus, partnering 
with him in a ministry of justice and light and love.  This is my new M.O. for a new year.  And I 
invite you to join me in it if you wish...     
 
 
Benediction 
 
And now may the blessings of a New Year,  
join with the fount of every blessing  
as we go to live and serve  
in the name of the one who makes all things new… 
                                                
12 Matthew 3:15, NRSV. 
13 Quoted in “God of New Beginning” by William H. Willimon.  Pulpit Resource.  Vol. 37, No. 1.  2009.  p. 8.   


