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One who is more powerful than I is coming. 
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A lot has happened this past week, and as a pastor you have to choose what you might talk about 

in the life of the congregation and in the life of the community. Often, whatever is happening in 

the world, my life at home follows patterns which remain familiar year to year.  

This week, for example, my wife and I continued to decorate for Christmas. We put up lights and 

ornaments last Sunday, we located the candles to sit in our window sills, and we started to light 

candles at our diner table. I promised Walker he gets to light them tonight. The ornaments and 

decorations (some given to us years ago and others hung on the tree for the first time) to lend 

warmth and light to our living room and to our home. We photographed the moments spent 

selecting our tree, cutting it down from a farm somewhere between Hampstead and 

Reisterstown, and eventually, we will proudly stand for photos beside it with our growing boy.   

And one of the things that I took most joy in, after the tree was lit and decorated, was pulling out 

the vacuum cleaner, going over every inch of the living room, and using special attachments to 

clean the window sills and the couch cushions. I sucked up every needle I could find, and I’m 

sure I filled the vacuum cleaner with pine-scented debris. And when I finished vacuuming, I was 

almost certain that every needle I could find was every needle there was.  

I tell you this, because that’s what I think it was like for people who had received John’s 

baptism, which we hear about in the Gospel. They repent and are immersed in waters, cleansed 

of their so-called wretchedness, symbolized in any debris they carried, now swept away by the 

current. They are, like my living room, free of detritus, clean, and just as they should be. I 

imagine the faithful followers of John, quietly sitting on the bank of the River Jordan. Some of 

them must be relieved of a burden of fear of God’s wrath. Some must feel like they can finally 

belong as a part of the people of Israel. But I imagine some are smug with how quickly they were 

cleansed, proud of the steps they had undertaken to restore things to how they once were. They 

did it; things were back to normal.  

And I think at times we all act like that. We want pain just to wash away, we want guilt to ease 

off us for a little while. We want the memories from troubling times to fade, eventually never to 

come up unsummoned ever again. We want to be restored. And we’ll try a lot of things to get 

there.  

Where do you find yourself drawn to?  

Some will drown out their constant anxiety with alcohol, insulating themselves from the 

pressures and misgivings that threaten never to relent. Others will choose harder drugs. And we 

see too many loved ones who walk away from their families and lives to follow after a high or a 

state of intoxication, longing for a brief break from the trial of their condition and station.  

Others will strive for stability and security, making sure their life is exactly as they want it, 

having hoarded all the resources they could muster, setting themselves up in as much comfort 



and safety as they can afford, for as long as they can afford, even while those around them are 

hungry, hurt, and without help or hope.  

Still, others will turn their anxieties into suspicion and hostility toward others, toward strangers, 

turning the unfamiliar into the unwelcome, hoping to establish instead a kind of facsimile of 

simpler times, when it felt like things were easier to understand, and the pace of change didn’t 

feel too fast.  

That’s what we all want. We want the chaos to go away, we want the uncertainty of the brave 

new world in which we find ourselves to wash away. We want what’s familiar, what’s 

predictable, what’s comfortable, to return. We want what we think used to make us happy, 

because we’re not happy now.  

Prices keep going up, but wages don’t keep up, and fixed incomes are fixed. Living conditions 

deteriorate, and what we see is not what we expected or hoped to see. In our worst moments, we 

turn to shows of strength and declarations of stability and prosperity, and at Christmas time we 

turn to conspicuous spending and anything that would make us feel like we’re better off than we 

really are. Or, we devote ourselves to a task, a project, or an enterprise that we connect with and 

want to make good, only to be taken over by it, and to lose ourselves in the function we have 

place above our own need for self-care.  

Because we believe that if we just try hard enough, if we give it everything we’ve got, then we’ll 

finally make things the way we want, and we’ll finally have something flawless that we’ll call 

our own, and we’ll finally have a restored and beautiful place to call home, and we’ll finally be 

able to find rest. 

The trouble is, I keep finding pine needles in my living room.   

*** 

I was sure I got them all, but then another few of them show up where I didn’t expect them to, 

like they were hiding in a blind spot in the living room.  

What’s hiding in your blind spot? Because a baptism of repentance, the baptism that John 

preached, is insufficient: You’ll never be done repenting. You’ll never get the last pine needle 

out of the house. Try as you might, you’ll never be clean enough to feel free of what weighs you 

down.  

And though a baptism of repentance is better than immersing one’s disappointments in alcohol or 

stuffing one’s grief with consumption, though it’s better than redirecting one’s self-hate toward 

another person who doesn’t deserve it, though it’s better than toiling and overworking and 

erasing oneself in one’s endeavors, repentance by itself is still not enough.  

And John knows it. He gave a baptism of repentance, but he looked for the coming of the one 

who would give a baptism of the Spirit and fire. And The Gospel writer goes on, in Acts, the 

second volume to Luke, to record what it looked like when the Holy Spirit was showered upon 

the people. They were transformed into a new creation, they were made new, they prophesied, 



they spoke in tongues that were foreign to them but that made sense to someone who hadn’t 

heard the gospel before, and they became a new community that would be a light to their city.  

That’s the power of God. That’s the potential of the Holy Spirit dwelling in each of our hearts. 

That’s the power of Christ’s redemption.  

Our baptism signifies not just our repentance, but our acceptance of Christ’s saving power, 

acting in us. It’s a power that transforms people, that tells them that the weight they are carrying 

is no longer a burden for them to shoulder alone. Christ carries it for us, and we are forgiven our 

sins.  

And with all of that suddenly freed up strength in us, we are invited to do something else with 

our lives, with our time, with the gift of each day that God provides anew. As one believer wrote:  

Just as the eighth-century prophets left their little villages and carried their ‘thus saith the 

Lord’ far beyond the boundaries of their hometowns; and just as the Apostle Paul left his 

little village of Tarsus and carried the gospel of Jesus Christ to practically every hamlet 

and city of the Greco-Roman world, I too am compelled to carry the gospel of freedom.1 

Free from sin, free from guilt, free from shame and worry, where will you carry the good news? 

Where will God send you? Who will you speak a kind, loving word of warmth to? What 

hopeless people will you bring hope to? Who will you invite into your heart? What grace will 

you share with a neighbor? What love might you discover, for the first time, that dwells within 

you? What new creation is God making in you?  

I can’t wait to find out. I can’t wait to see your response in faith.  

 

                                                           
1 Martin Luther King, Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” The Christian Century, June 12, 1963. 


