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Two weeks into the New Year and I wonder how many of those New Year Resolutions you are still keeping or how many went by the wayside early last week!  How are you doing?  

· Are you managing to lose those extra pounds put on over Christmas?

· Have you started to do those jobs you promised yourself you would get round to in the New Year?

· What about your outlook on life – was your resolution to be more positive – how are you doing with that?

· How about getting on with others – did you promise to make a greater effort this year – how is it working out so far?

The list could go on.  From time to time or should I say from year to year, I am sure there have been occasions when you have made New Year Resolutions.  

Why do we make them – even if we are not so good at keeping them?  I guess the truth is we make New Year Resolutions because in our heart of hearts we want life to be different.

· We want to lose weight

· We want to get those jobs done

· We want to see the positives in life, and the positives in others, and not always dwell on the negatives

· We want to get on with others and they with us

The truth of the matter is that for most of us we need other people to help us do that – to achieve our goals.  We might need Slimming World or Weight Watchers, or a good Nutritionist. We need others to encourage us in the task we have set ourselves whatever it might be.

That was true in the Olympic and the Paralympic Games last year.  We saw, and we know the athletes – however behind the scenes there are teams of people helping to make the athletes who they are: the coaches, the trainers, the nutritionists, the physiotherapists and so on.  It is all about team work.  

Life is all about team or community.  Yes as Christians we believe that each one is unique – created in the image of God.  However God created people to live in relationship with him and with one another – his intention was for us to be with other people.  We do things together.  We might not always agree with one another.  However we need one another and we need to appreciate and value our differences.  We were not created to live on a desert island.  We live in community.  We were created for one another.  We need one another in so many different ways.  The Gospel reading today reminds us about that.  It is about the Baptism of Jesus.  Baptism as we know in part is about belonging.  Belonging to God and belonging to his family the church.  Belonging to God and living with and for one another.

1. Luke in his gospel tells us that the people were expectant

 ‘The people were waiting expectantly and were wondering in their hearts if John [that is John the Baptist] might be the Christ.’  Luke 3 v.15

They wanted to know if it was Jesus in their midst.  I wonder if there is any sense of that expectancy in you and me.  Wanting to know if Jesus is in our midst - or is he the name that is never mentioned other than in the Creed or the Lord’s Prayer.  When you come to church week by week: 

· Is it because you always come? 

· Is it because you come to meet friends?

· Is it because you want to catch up with the gossip – sorry I mean the news!?

In one sense none of them wrong in themselves, except perhaps the gossip!  

Or is it first and foremost because you come to meet with others so that together you might meet with the living God?  Open to what he might say or do or want us to do.

The people were expectant.  They wanted to know who Jesus was – was it John they wondered.  Perhaps your New Year Resolution might be to get to know Jesus better.  To understand who he is, what he has done, and the real difference that faith in him can make to life today.  Luke tells us the people were expectant.

2. Luke in his gospel tells us that the people were surprised

The people thought that ‘John might possibly be the Christ.’  Luke 3 v.15 They would have been surprised when John told them that it was not him.  He told them that a person far greater than him, or as Luke puts it, more powerful would come and he was the Christ.

John was probably this charismatic figure who drew crowds to himself to be baptised in the River Jordan.  He was known to the people and that caused them to think that he might be Jesus.  He said to them that he was not even worthy to untie Jesus’ sandals.  He was not the Christ but the Christ was coming – John was preparing the way.  We too in our lives: our words and actions are called to prepare the way for Jesus - Praying that people might see something of him in us.  There is a second good New Year Resolution – pray that people might see something of Christ in and through you. A challenge to the way we live life!

Luke in his gospel tells us that the people were expectant and that they were surprised.

3. Luke in his gospel tells us that this marked the start of Jesus’ public ministry

The verses in Luke immediately following the Gospel reading say: ‘Now Jesus himself was about thirty years old when he began his ministry.’ Luke 3 v. 23

The day therefore on which we mark or remember the Baptism of Jesus and in one sense the start of his public ministry is an appropriate occasion for us to focus on the mission and ministry Jesus has called us to in the Town Centre Parish through St Peter’s Church.

Last year as most of you know the Rector asked me if I would be willing to help people in the Parish think through mission and ministry opportunities.  It seemed to me that the best place to start was with the material that came out of all the discussion groups from the two Parish Away Days in recent years.  Who better to help with that task than John Bicker, who collated all the material and helped with the planning of those Away Days?  
During the latter part of last year John and I worked with that material.  The result is the booklet headed ‘Running the Race: Looking ahead with Commitment, Dedication and Service’ which you have been given as you came into church this morning.

In one sense the essence of the booklet says nothing new – it is material that you produced in those Parish Away Days.  What I have done with John is to try and suggest ways in which as a Parish you might respond to some of those comments that were made.

We have already had discussions with the Wardens, the PCC and so far two of the three DCC’s.  The booklet has the support and the commitment of all the people on the groups.

In introducing the material more widely in the Parish I am speaking at all three churches, St Peter’s today being the first?

In the few minutes left this morning I want to give you an overview of the material.  You can then read it at leisure and I hope offer comments and ask questions about it.  As a start you might want to engage in an informal conversation with me and John over coffee at the back of church this morning.

So to the booklet:

Pages 1 to 2 provide an introduction looking back to the Queens Diamond Jubilee and the Olympics & Paralympic Games and drawing three themes from them: Commitment, Dedication & Service

Towards the end of page 2 is about the Town Centre Parish and the team of which you are a part.
Pages 3 & 4 reminds us of some things that have happened in the Parish since those Away Days

Pages 4 & 5 starts to look ahead – how do we move forward in Mission & Ministry?
In the booklet I have said that looking at all the feedback from the discussion groups, three major themes came out of that material; they are set out on page 6 at 4.1
a) Relationship with God

b) Relationships with one another

c) Reaching out to others in the wider community

Towards the end of page 6 it takes that first major theme of Relationship with God and breaks it into 2 sections: Discipleship & Worship

The bullet points are comments from the Away Days followed by Possible Responses.  For instance under Discipleship there were comments about Bible Studies, discussion Groups, faith sharing groups and so on.  I have suggested that a possible response might be for as many people as possible to use the Bible Reading Notes and then to meet in groups perhaps on a weekly or monthly basis to discuss what has been read.  In this way we can grow in our own faith and understanding.
The booklet goes on to look at b) Relationships with one another; and c) Reaching out to others.

In the final section on page 10 it suggest a way forward:  A Mission & Ministry Task Group with two people from each of the three churches.  This would not be a talking shop rather an Action Group listening to the congregations and translating the material into an action plan.  The group will plan action and see it is working out, monitor progress and report regularly on what is happening.

Mission and Ministry:  We come together to meet one another so that together we might meet with the living God in worship.  We are strengthened by him and encouraged by one another.  He sends us out to live for him.
The Baptism of Jesus at the start of his ministry reminds us that he was equipped by God for the task.  ‘When all the people were being baptised, Jesus was baptised too.  And as he was praying, heaven was opened and the Holy Spirit descended on him in bodily form like a dove.’  Luke 3 v.21
As Jesus was equipped for the task he came to accomplish so are we equipped for the task God calls us to fulfil.
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