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“Starting the Year Well: Quiet Confidence” 

Texts: Isaiah 43:1-7 and Luke 3:15-17, 21-22 
u 
Let us begin this morning with a poem by William Stafford entitled “Ask Me.”  He writes: 
  
 Some time when the river is ice ask me 
 mistakes I have made.  Ask me whether 
 what I have done is my life. Others 
 have come in their slow way into 
 my thought, and some have tried to help 
 or to hurt: ask me what difference 
 their strongest love or hate has made. 
 
 I will listen to what you say. 
 You and I can turn and look 
 at the silent river and wait.  We know 
 the current is there, hidden; and there 
 are comings and goings from miles away 
 that hold the stillness before us. 
 What the river says, this is what I say. 
 
Beneath the icy surface lurks the true river, ever moving, ever flowing.  It cannot help but to be 
what it was made to be.  The same is true for us.  We are unique individuals with God-given 
talents.  That giftedness is always present, even when outside circumstances may inhibit our 
honest living.  Our task is to recognize that true inner self, to honor it and become the special 
creatures God made us to be. 
 
Let us begin with a prayer:  Eternal God, Creator of us all, help us to look beyond our 
feelings of inadequacy, our doubts about our abilities, the awareness of our faults and 
frailties, and in their place, give us eyes to see ourselves and one another.  Help us to see as 
you would see.  To recognize the goodness that is never lost.  To be aware of the potential 
that resides within us.  And to see within the mirrors of our souls your divine imagine 
within each of us.  Amen. 
 
In the interest of honest self-disclosure, I need to tell you something.  It is a simple truth and 
some of you may already know this.  But, the truth is, there are times when I don’t have a clue 
what I am doing.  It is true in my vocational work, it is true in my personal life, it is true in every 
aspect of life. 
 
I remember feeling this when my daughter Grace was born.  Her birthmother had chosen us to 
parent her and we needed to come to Chicago to pick her up.  We arrived on a Sunday afternoon 



and filled out the paperwork.  And just like that, we walked into the agency with empty arms and 
walked out carrying a baby.  As I was walking out the doors I thought to myself, “I don’t really 
know what I am doing.  I don’t know how to be a parent.”  I expected the agency to see this and 
lock the doors to prevent us from taking Grace to our car and back to our home.   
 
I would say that I have been a good parent, a good father and role model for my children.  But if 
I am honest, there were a lot of times when I didn’t have a clue what I was doing.   
 
The same is true in my work.  There are a lot of times when the thoughts come to mind that God 
must have surely chosen the wrong person.  After twenty-seven years in the ministry, there are 
times when I feel uncertain about how to proceed.   
 
I may have told you that early in my ministry, whenever I went to call on someone, I carried a 
brief case.  Inside the brief case was everything I could imagine I might need.  I cannot even 
remember all that was in the brief case, but it was full.  Once when I went to visit a parishioner 
in the hospital I entered his room with the brief case and he laughed and said, “Did you come to 
pray with me or sell me insurance?”   
 
With time I began to trust that God would give me what I needed.  I left the brief case and its 
contents behind.   
 
I suspect that somewhere in our lives, we have all experienced those feelings of inadequacy.  As 
a parent, a spouse, a caregiver, a worker, in all aspects of our lives, including our faith.  We 
question whether we are up to the tasks before us.  We might even look at others and measure 
ourselves against them saying that we aren’t good enough. 
 
Andy Samberg co-hosted the Golden Globe awards last week.  Before rising to stardom, he was 
working for a comedy troupe and received a chance to interview with Lorne Michaels for a part 
on Saturday Night Live.  As he explained the story, he arrived in New York for the interview and 
he brought a lot of props to show the breadth of his ability.  In the elevator leading up to the 
interview, Samberg looked at the other occupant and realized they were both there for the same 
reason.  Samberg sized up the other person and realized that he was empty handed.  He suddenly 
felt inadequate.  This person was so good he didn’t need anything else. 
 
The irony is that the person sharing that elevator was comedian Bill Hader.  He likewise sized up 
his competition and felt inadequate because Samberg had brought so many props.  He looked 
better prepared and more versatile.  Both comics felt the same thing…they were never going to 
get this job.  The ironic thing is that both of them did and had solid careers on Saturday Night 
Live. 
 
But that is what happens when we spend our time feeling inadequate or comparing ourselves to 
others.  We think that we don’t measure up, we doubt our abilities.  And when we do this, we 
limit our potential and deny the world of the unique gifts we have to share. 
 
I have been thinking about these things in light of a Sunday devoted to the baptism of Jesus.  
Listen again as we hear the details of that important day.  John had been preaching by the Jordan 
River.  Although our images might suggest a great, flowing river, the reality is that it is a mucky, 
dirty creek.  John is standing alongside these waters proclaiming a baptism of repentance. 



 
Luke doesn’t give us many details about Jesus’ particular baptism, only that he was standing by 
the shore as John was preaching.  At John’s invitation, Jesus steps into the waters to be baptized.  
At the moment of baptism, he was filled with the Holy Spirit and then a voice from above 
proclaimed, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.” 
 
Writing about this brief event, theologian Henri Nouwen adds this insight. He writes, “This 
vision is not just about Jesus.  It is also about you and me.  Jesus came to share his identity with 
you and to tell you that you are beloved sons and daughters of God.  Just for a moment try to 
enter this enormous mystery, that you, like Jesus, are the beloved daughter or beloved son of 
God.  This is the truth. 
 
“If you dare to believe [this], you may suddenly realize that your life is very special.  You 
become conscious that you were sent here for a short time, for twenty, forty or eighty years, to 
discover and believe that you are a beloved child of God.  You are sent into the world to believe 
yourself as God’s chosen one and then to help your brothers and sisters know that they are also 
beloved sons and daughters of God who belong together.  You’re sent into this world to be a 
people of reconciliation.  You are sent to heal, to break down the walls between you and your 
neighbors, locally, nationally and globally.” 
 
From the waters of baptism, God has spoken our name.  Not simply the name we were given by 
our parents, but the name that arises from the water each and every time.  “Beloved.”  It is the 
imprint that has been placed upon our hearts and which nothing can take away.   
 
When our hearts are filled with uncertainty, when we doubt ourselves or that we are up to the 
tasks before us, we hear that calm assurance that reminds us that we are capable.  And when we 
feel inadequate for the tasks before us, we hear that promise that God has blessed us with an 
abundance of gifts and abilities. 
 
I recall a story about a man who went on a retreat at a monastery.  He struggled with issues of 
self-worth.  He spent a lot of time in silence and meditation trying to find new insights to help 
him through those difficult moments.  One day he shared some of these concerns with his 
spiritual guide.  The guide said very kindly to him, “What other people think of you is none of 
your business.” 
 
While I think the feedback of others is important, the guide made a very valid point.  What other 
people think of you is beyond your control   What is more important is how we view ourselves 
and creating a positive self-image.   
 
That begins with the promise of baptism that notes that we are all created in the image of God.  
There is goodness within each of us.  There is potential and possibility.  There are talents and 
gifts.  These are the things to focus on when faced with difficult tasks, when we wonder if we are 
up to the task before us. 
 
That realization enables us to find the quiet confidence to move forward in those difficult places.  
It is normal to feel uncertain that you are up to the task of being a parent or spouse or caregiver.  
You may question your abilities for the vocation that you have chosen.  You may look around at 
others and judge yourself based upon how they fulfill these roles.  If you feel these things at 



times, do not be hard on yourself.  That is normal.  But when those fears or doubts come 
creeping in, remember that you are a beloved child of God.  You are gifted with unique talents 
different from anyone else in the world.   And God believes in you. 
 
Throughout his ministry, Jesus was very honest with the people around him.  He got angry.  He 
was sad and wept.  He grew weary and had to rest.  He was sometimes frustrated with the people 
around him.  But, I wonder if we were privy to his inner thoughts, whether there weren’t times 
when he returned to that moment in the Jordan River and remembered the words that wrapped 
him like a loving hug.  When he was frustrated, when he was despairing, when he was angry, if 
he ever thought about giving it up, did he recall those words, “You are my beloved in whom I am 
well pleased”?   
 
When we experience those thoughts, when our faith wavers, when our struggles are mounting, 
when we doubt ourselves or our abilities, we can return to that gift of baptism and the voice of 
God that whispered, “And there is my beloved.”  God spoke those words of you.  
 
I look back at that day, walking out of the adoption agency and remember that I didn’t have a 
clue what I was doing.  And there would be many more moments along the way in which I 
wasn’t sure about the right path to take as a parent.  I’m sure there were times I made mistakes 
and times when I got it right.  And there have been many moments in my ministry when I 
thought that I didn’t have a clue what I was doing.  Thanks to wise mentors and thoughtful 
congregations, I ventured into the uncertainty.  And sometimes things worked out and sometimes 
they did not.  But in all those moments, I remember the promise of baptism…that God is with us 
as we pass through all those difficult moments, that God has welcomed us and blessed us.  That 
promise gives us the ability, even when we don’t know where this journey will lead us, to take 
those steps into the unknown with a quiet confidence.  May God bless us not by taking away our 
doubts or fears or insecurities, but with the courage that steps into the uncertainty.  For that is 
what faith is all about. 


