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Early January draws us to think about new beginnings. We’re at the start of a new year and 

a new decade. The New Year’s Resolution tradition might have inspired you to start 

something new or at least return to something with a newly invigorated determination. 

Today the church also focusses on new beginnings. The lectionary encourages us to recall 

the baptism of Christ; the event that marked the beginning of Jesus’ public ministry. Those 

of us who follow the calendar of Christian Agricultural Festivals will be celebrating Plough 

Sunday today. By blessing the plough and agricultural workers, we aim to affirm the farmers 

in their vocation to produce our food as they begin a new year of farming.  

In Matthew’s gospel we read of John’s ministry of baptism. The image we’re given of this 

prophet, dramatically proclaiming repentance of sins wasn’t for the faint-hearted. Some of us 

who warmly welcome people for baptism, might quake at John’s ‘words of welcome’. 

Pharisees and Sadducees seeking baptism were greeted with the infamous words, ‘You 

brood of vipers’! 

In to this tumultuous scene steps Jesus. Arriving at the River Jordan, Jesus also asks John to 

baptise him. And suddenly we see this dramatic, larger than life prophet, flummoxed. He’s 

unsettled by the sinless one requesting repentance, the holy one requesting baptism. But 

John’s reticence is answered by Jesus’ insistence. This baptism is important. It needs to 

happen for God’s righteousness to be at the centre of this new ministry. And so, I imagine a 

rather humbled John the Baptist, leads Jesus in to the River Jordan. In the waters Jesus 

stands with the generations of humanity who come as ordinary sinful people, the weeping, 

the wretched and the wicked who long for a new start. As he rises from the waters, revived 

and renewed, he stands with generations of humanity who’ve found new life in the promises 

of God. 

And if John the Baptist needed affirmation that this was God’s will, it came immediately. As 

Jesus came up from the water, the Holy Spirit descended like a dove on Jesus. It was 

accompanied by a voice from heaven. It was the voice of a loving Father with words that 

affirm and strengthen, ‘This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.’ 

They’re the sort of words that most parents long to give and most children long to receive. 

They’re words not easily forgotten. They’re words that penetrate deep in to the well of the 

heart, enriching the blood of life. This was God’s holy anointing and blessing to strengthen 

his beloved Son as he began his ministry on earth. 

Such blessings and affirmations are important in strengthening us all as we follow Christ in 

our unique ways. The New Year offers a moment of reflection. We say goodbye to the old 

year and move in to a new one. The baptism of Christ reminds us of the power of God’s 

holy blessing and anointing to strengthen us in the path that lies ahead.  

In many of our church buildings, the font is there to greet us as we enter: a solid, stone 

reminder of the permanence our baptism promises. When fonts hold water, the invitation 

to dip a finger and make the sign of the cross, can draw us even closer to our baptism 

promises. This symbolism can be very powerful but isn’t for everyone.  
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One of the delights of our faith is the potential of taking God’s blessing into the ordinariness 

of our daily lives, beyond the walls of the church building. 

Plough Sunday celebrations remind us that God is with us in our work. Through the Plough 

Sunday liturgy, we come before God in repentance, seeking forgiveness for the times when 

our work hasn’t been in his ways and praying for strength to work in accordance with his 

will. We then ask God’s blessing to strengthen us for the work that lies ahead. 

Challenging autumn weather, difficult market conditions, negative public perceptions and 

changing national policy contribute to anxious times in the agricultural industry. Plough 

Sunday services offer us the opportunity to support those who produce our food. Food 

sustains life. Producing food ethically and sustainably is vital work. Our Plough Sunday 

prayers and blessings help to affirm our farmers in this valuable work.  

Many rural churches will be blessing a plough as a symbol of agricultural work this Sunday. 

But perhaps this invites us all to reflect on our work at the beginning of the new year. 

Maybe you’d like to simply hold or look at a tool of your trade; reflect on how you use it 

and ask God’s blessing on your work. Such blessings can be transformative. They remind us 

that we each have a God-given vocation to live and work in the power of God’s love, 

everyday and everywhere (whether our occupation is paid or unpaid). 

It might be in that moment of transformative blessing, that you sense an overwhelming love 

that whispers, ‘You are my child, my beloved, with whom I am well pleased.’ 

  

 

   

 


