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2nd Sunday in Ordinary Time and 34th Sunday after Pentecost 
 

O.K.  I have some good news and some bad news.  Which do you want first? 

Well, the bad news is that the Christian faith in all its forms is in trouble. 

The good news is that the Christian faith in all its forms is pregnant with new 

possibilities. 

These were almost the opening words in a book I recently begin reading by a fellow by 

the name of Brian McLaren.  And I think he is right.  He says that he has had the 

opportunity to enter into conversations and friendship with an array of Christian leaders 

from across the ecclesiastical spectrum- Roman Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, historic 

Protestant, Pentecostal and new Evangelical.  And in one way or another they are all 

saying the same thing- there is both some bad news that sooner or later we are going to 

have to face, and there is some encouraging news that can prod us in a new direction.   

Some people may, of course, disagree with this analysis, but I hardly think that very 

many would.  The real disagreement will be around what we should do about the 

situation, how we should handle it, where we should go from here.  But if you think that 

everything is hunky-dory just now, you may have to revamp that perception. 

To begin with, we may not be in so different a place and situation as that community of 

God’s People among whom the gospel was first announced.  The baptism of the Lord 

that we recently celebrated conjures up a picture of some really strange stuff 

happening.  You had this John character- a drop-out from a priestly family doing his 

repentance thing down by the Jordan River, telling the people- especially the religious 
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establishment people- that they had better change, that God was beginning to work 

again, that Aslan was on the move (to use  an image from C.S. Lewis’s Chronicles of 

Narnia).   

It was a odd time for God’s People: they were still politically and militarily occupied by a 

foreign power- the Roman Empire- they had been back from the Exile in Babylon for 

centuries now but things just weren’t right- the Lord didn’t seem to be in the Temple like 

in the olden days, the community was divided into factions- Pharisees (and they were 

probably the best of the lot), the Sadducees, the priests, Zealots, those who were willing 

to co-operate with the Romans, those who wanted to slit Roman throats, and those who 

retreated into religion, into observance of the Law, as a way of avoiding as much as 

possible the whole Roman thing. 

And in the midst of all of this, one day John the Baptizer sees Jesus coming to him and 

he says (and I’m using slightly different words to describe what John said, but they are 

the way that the text can actually be translated, “Look, this is the Lamb of Elohim 

(Elohim is the Jewish name for God).  This is the one who is lifting up the sins of this 

world.  Behind me is coming a man who came into being in front of me.  He was First.  

He was before me.  And even though I did not know him, I came along- (I began doing 

this thing down here by the river in other words)-  so that He- that man- might be made 

visible in Israel.  I came purifying with water.  And I saw the Breath coming down like a 

pigeon out of the sky.  And it remained on that guy.  I didn’t know him, but the One who 

sent me (God, in other words) said to me, “The One upon whom you see the Breath 

coming down and resting, that one is the one who purifies in Holy Breath.”  And John 

then concludes, “This One is the Son of Elohim”. 
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Once you get rid of some of the churchy language- the language that  we have heard so 

frequently and think we know what it means- you hear a passage like this and you have 

to ask, “What in the world was going on there?”  “What did John see or thought he 

saw?” Either John was just nuts, or something was happening that shattered all the 

ways in which people were thinking about things, broke apart all the expectations, all 

the conventions about how they thought about God and about God’s absence and 

about God’s presence.  All of this is being overturned, upset, revamped by what’s going 

on down by the Jordan. 

John was the quintessential proclaimer of what I began with: I have some bad news- 

and you are going to have to hear it- things are not as they are supposed to be!  And 

you really need to get that!   And yet, something is happening.  God’s doing something 

new, something fresh, something radical.   As that old Christmas carol puts it, “God is 

not dead, nor doth He sleep.  The wrong shall fail,  the right prevail, with peace on 

earth, good will to men (and women).” 

John, and we, live in what McLaren calls a “brutal tension between something real and 

something wrong”  within the faith community.  There are increasing numbers of people 

who see the Christian faith like an old woman past her prime, closer to a nursing home 

than to nursing new life.  My wife (Marica) and I were talking after she came back from 

South Africa yesterday about how many people we encounter in one way or another for 

whom the Church has just become irrelevant to their lives.  It represents a remnant of 

something, a memory, but not something which is life-giving.  And so they look 

elsewhere.  They look for meaning in other places.   
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Often this is because the Christianity they had encountered was one preoccupied with 

religious transactions- you better do this, you need to do this, you have to listen to what 

we tell you, otherwise- and it’s this “otherwise”, which often set the tone for the whole 

thing- otherwise- and sometimes this was said explicitly, sometimes it was the 

unspoken threat- otherwise, God won’t love, you’ll go to hell, you’ll be in real deep doo-

doo.  In a multiplicity of ways we communicated this to people-this is what the gospel is 

about, this is what Jesus is about.  And when people are looking for life, for meaning, for 

hope, for mercy and for real transformation in their lives that they know are messed up, 

our message seems to have had its opposite intended effect.  They turn their backs and 

they walk away because they don’t even think it’s worth asking the Christian community 

about what really matters in their lives. 

I’m not talking about making the message of and about Jesus sweet and fluffy, like 

cotton candy,- we’ve tried that as well now for several decades, and it doesn’t work.  Its 

empty.  I’m suggesting that what we’re about as Church, as disciples of Jesus, has to 

somehow look like Him- fresh, intense, open, radical, ready to engage, ready to reach 

out, ready to challenge people about the things that really matter in life.   Maybe that’s 

what John meant when he said that Jesus would “purify with the Holy Breath”!   

The image of this can be seen in the gospel account where the ruler approaches Jesus 

and asks, “Good teacher, what must I do to inherit life?”- It’s a real question, or it’s a 

testing question.  But what’s really interesting about that gospel scene is how Jesus 

responds. First, He says, “ok, what’s this “good” business? Why are you calling me 

“good”?  What’s your game?  Only God is good- you know that-, so what are you 

saying?  What do you really think about me then?  Then he tells the ruler, “Well, you 



5 2
nd
 Sunday in Ordinary Time/34

th
 Sunday after Pentecost 

 

know the commandments, do them.”  And the guy says, “I have.”  And that gives Jesus 

then the opportunity to say something important.   

First of all, he doesn’t say, “Well, would you like to become a parish member?  Would 

you like to join our club and make a little contribution every month?  Would you like to 

join one of our many committees?”  He doesn’t say anything like that.  He says 

something much wilder, much more radical, much more transformative.  He says 

something like this: “Are you really serious about all this?  Do you really want to find 

life?  If you do, go sell all your stuff, and join us and travel around with us. “Jesus cuts to 

the chase.  He won’t play the conventional game, and he won’t play the theoretical 

game.  “Give up what’s important to you, and come and be with me.” 

“Look, , this is the Lamb of Elohim. . . The One upon whom you see the Breath coming 

down and resting, that one is the one who purifies in Holy Breath.”  “That One is the Son 

of Elohim”. 

This is radical stuff.  But it’s the kind of stuff that can speak to a world that has grown 

tired of religion as convention, religion as the social adhesive, religion as a power 

system that tries to either control life or serve as its old caretaker. 

And so we- this Christian community, and all of us- we’re all faced with this question: Is 

the Christian faith like an old woman past her prime, ready to go into a nursing home to 

get ready to die, or are we more like Sarah and Elizabeth in the Bible- we may be 

confounded by our biological clocks, but we can still give birth to something new, 

something alive, even when so many people think that is too late.   
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If we believe the gospel, if we hear and accept John the Baptizer’s words, “This One is 

the Son of Elohim”, then we can also believe that in every new generation, the Christian 

faith can be born again, that in the womb of the Church new generations of Christian 

disciples can be formed, can come alive and come of age, that just when you think the 

old girl is over the hill, she might take a pregnancy test and surprise us all! 

I have good news and bad news.  The bad news is  that there is something really wrong 

in and with the Church, and things have to change.  The good news is that Christian 

faith in all its forms is pregnant with new possibilities. 

 

 


