
Happy new year, and new year is always a good time to look ahead, maybe plan ahead. Or 

if you are Rishi Sunak or Sir Keir Starmer, it’s a good time to lay out your plans in a very 

public way, as both have done this week. At the age of 27, George Washington decided to 

make some plans because he was dissatisfied with his own approach to life. He wrote down 

12 areas of attitude and action that needed moral improvement, and asked a friend to look 

over the list. The friend made various noises but said to Washington, the main trouble is 

though ‘most of us who know you think you are too proud, and that this arrogance shows 

itself frequently in your conversation’. Washington, a little bit taken aback, added HUMILITY 

to his list.  

By nature, Washington was ambitious and had a very big ego. He fought against that 

throughout his life and later on was known for his humility. It did not come naturally. A 

comparison with other leaders is interesting: In 2018, Xi Jinping had the Chinese 

constitution amended to enable him to serve as president for life. In 2020, Vladimir Putin 

did something similar to the Russian constitution, with the result that he could theoretically 

stay on until 2036. Once George Washington had led the US to victory in the American war 

of independence, he was the nation’s hero and the sky was the limit. In a move that 

stunned everybody, he decided to retire to his farm, and let others direct the course of this 

new independent nation. He’d learned that humility.  

The scene of Jesus’ baptism has surprising similarities. John had built up expectations of this 

man who was more powerful than himself, who would baptise not just with water, but with 

fire and the Holy Spirit, who would sort the nation out. And I, John the Baptist, whom you 

are all flocking to see, am not even worthy to tie up his shoelaces. It was a massive build up. 

And then Jesus entered the water, looking much the same as anyone else. And by walking 

into the water, and asking for baptism, Jesus was saying “I am one of them. I am standing 

fully with this broken sinful world, and I want you to baptise me just like you have been 

baptising them”. I don’t think John could believe what he was being asked to do.  None of 

the prophets had envisaged the chosen one doing this. It just wasn’t in the script. And 

reluctantly, John lowered Jesus fully into the water and baptised him.  

That action of profound humility was  the starting point for Jesus’ ministry. I’m not sure that 

for any of us humility comes naturally. It’s also quite hard to pin down. Partly, it is, like 

Jesus in his baptism, standing alongside the lowly, such that we don’t regard anyone as 

lowly.  I gather that once when a reporter asked Gandhi why he always travelled 3rd class in 

a train, he replied: “because there isn’t a 4th class” 

One helpful definition of humility is: “Humility is not thinking less highly of yourself, it is 

thinking of yourself less”. Another key facet for us as individuals and as a church is simply, 

Lord, we need you. Without you, we are ill-equipped and incomplete, and cannot be the 

individuals you created us to be.  



Jesus’ act of humility was part one of this episode. It was followed immediately by the Holy 

Spirit descending on Jesus like a dove, and thus Jesus’ ministry was launched.  The Holy 

Spirit coming on him was part two, if you like.  

The pattern there is key. The humility, the lowering of oneself into the water, followed by 

the Holy Spirit, the raising up. 

The gospels are awash with this pattern: the pharisee who blows his own trumpet is 

implicitly ridiculed, and the tax collector who feels unworthy is lifted up. John the Baptist 

himself said “He (Jesus) must increase, and I must decrease”. And later, Jesus described 

John as greater than the prophets, or the greatest of the prophets.  A recent spiritual classic 

from a Catholic writer has the title “Falling upwards”. That is always the pattern in growing 

spiritually. We go down to go up. As someone once said, the Holy Spirit can only fill empty 

vessels 

On a practical level, quite what that coming of the Holy Spirit looked like in reality is 

anyone’s guess. And audible voices from heaven aren’t common experience. But we do 

know it was a turning point: in all the gospel accounts of the baptism, the Holy Spirit – not 

once mentioned before in Jesus’ life - is key from that moment onwards. Immediately after 

the baptism, “full of the Holy Spirit was led into the wilderness”. Then we’re told He 

returned to Galilee “in the power of the Spirit”.  

After that, the strategy emerges. The days in the wilderness seem to have been  the time 

when Jesus determined the shape of his mission. Then he started preaching, and soon 

gathered a group of 12 around him, and a larger group of 72 – a bit like a prime minister 

choosing his cabinet, and then his wider circle. There was real strategy. But that’s not 

where it started.  It started with humbling himself, and the filling with the Holy Spirit.  

Strategy and direction are vital in church life as well as secular life: We’ve now got a strong 

and varied team for leading services; the children’s work just beginning to rebuild a bit 

again  (show banner); also the repair café has been a great idea, used by folk beyond the 

normal congregation.   This year, we’re planning a quiet day in the late spring, early 

summer. This year will be a key year I think, in terms of a few different folk giving a hand 

with things, to spread the load – handing out books at the door, helping us work towards 

net zero, helping with coffee when regular team not available, baking a cake for someone 

organising a social or charity fund raising event. But the starting point for everything is 

humility and asking for the Holy Spirit. Without those foundations, it’s little more than 

window dressing.  

So, what are your hopes and longings for this new year ? And with an eye on Jesus’ 

baptism,  how do we lay those 2 foundations of humility and the Holy Spirit ? 

Let us pray: 

  



 

 

 

 

  


