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Grace and peace to you this day in the name of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. 
 
The church in which Debra and I grew up back in Ohio is struggling these days to keep its doors open.  In a 
scenario common to many mainline urban churches, this congregation grew quite large in the years following 
both World Wars.  They expanded their building several times to accommodate the growth.  At one time it was 
the second largest Lutheran congregation in the entire state. 
 
But the neighborhood around that church has changed a lot in the past fifty years.  Many of the people who once 
belonged to the congregation have moved out into the suburbs and joined churches there.  The neighborhood 
has become economically poorer and more ethnically diverse.  The church is not surrounded by life-long 
Lutherans as it once was.  It’s having a difficult time attracting new members.  It can no longer afford to sustain 
its programs and maintain its building. 
 
Several years ago, the congregation called a pastor who started doing a lot of new things, especially in worship.  
Most of these things were not traditionally Lutheran.  Since he played the guitar, he formed a praise band and 
they played a good bit of contemporary Christian music.  There was a lot of hand clapping and informality and 
when they rebuilt the sanctuary after a fire destroyed it, they installed a large video screen in the front. 
  
Some of the traditional Lutherans in that congregation had a difficult time with these changes.  My father was 
one of them.  He used to complain to me a good deal about these changes.  Not only did he not like them, but he 
didn’t see how they were going to bring in new members.  I understood he liked church the way they used to do 
it, and I would tell him I knew he missed that, but then sometimes I would also say, “But, you know, Dad, those 
old ways … how well are they working for the congregation now?” 
 
Change is often tough for us, especially change we’re not sure we want.  Today is the second Sunday of 
Christmas.  It is also the first Sunday of a New Year.  A lot of us are looking to this new year hoping for just 
that—something new.  We’ve had quite enough of 2020.  A couple of weeks ago, the cover of Time magazine 
declared the year 2020 the “worst year ever.”  And even though we will be beginning 2021carrying a lot of 
things over from the past year, we are hoping things will be better.  We long for a truly new year.  But new isn’t 
easy.  We carry our old habits, our traditional way of doing things, from one year to the next.  The calendar year 
may change, but we are pretty much the same people we were before it did. 
 
Winston Churchill once 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.”  It’s not easy being new. 
 
But new is what the gospel this day is all about.  Creating something new is what the gospel of John 
understands God to be all about.  In the beginning was the Word, and it was through this Word that God created 
the heavens and the earth.  God simply spoke the Word, and it happened.  God said “Light,” and light came into 
being.  The Genesis story says God did that for everything that was created, but the creative activity of God 
didn’t stop there.  God spoke the Word to Abraham and Sarah, and in them God created a people through whom 
God would bless the world.  God spoke the Word to Moses, and through Moses God created freedom for those 
who were enslaved.  Time and time again, throughout history, God has spoken the Word and through this Word 
God has created new things. 
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Then, John says, this creative Word became flesh.  This Word became a person who lived among us.  This is 
who the gospel of John understands Jesus to be: Jesus is God’s creative Word in the flesh, and Jesus lives 
among us to continually create new things.  But the most important thing about this creative activity of Jesus is 
not that new things are created around us, but that we, ourselves, are made new and different.  In Jesus we see 
the glory of the Creator, because Jesus is the Creator’s only son.  And for those of us who will receive this 
creative Word in the flesh, for those of us who will believe in him, we, too, are given the power to become 
children of God.  We are made new and made part of this creative activity. 
  
Our hopes for a new year are usually focused on the circumstances of our living.  Our hopes are for new and 
better things around us.  But John is telling us that the most important change is not in what goes on around us, 
but the change that happens within us.  John is telling us that our hope should be focused on what new and 
better things God is looking to create in and through us.  It’s not just about learning from history, as Winston 
Churchill might suggest.  It’s about us being something new.  It’s about our partnership in the creative activity 
of God. 
 
Mary Moschella once spoke to a group of graduating seminarians about how she came to understand her own 
participation in the creative activity God is about in Jesus Christ.  She talked of how she was once on an 
archeological dig in Israel.  The work was very tedious, and only rarely did they turn up anything of importance.  
Most of the time was spent staring at crushed walls and broken shards of pottery.  All this brokenness appeared 
to Mary as an accurate metaphor for understanding the world.  Broken and crushed, every piece of it; broken 
with small personal pains, as well as with overwhelmingly large human struggles. 
 
Then Mary found out about the business of pottery mending.  This was also a tediously slow process, one in 
which ancient vessels are carefully reconstructed.  But seeing some of these vessels restored encouraged her to 
imagine that at least some of the world’s brokenness could be overcome as well.  What was once metaphor 
began to take on flesh, for it was then she began to think of her own calling as a kind of vocation of mending, of 
repairing some of the world’s brokenness.  This was her way of participating in God’s creative Word: to help 
mend the world. 
 
Mary’s story is but one way of such participation, but know this: each one of us is being called to let this 
creative Word work in and through us.  Each one of us is being called to become new ourselves and become 
part of God’s creative activity in this world.  May this calling be at the center of our hope for a new year. 


