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First Scripture Reading: Isaiah 43:1-7

1But now thus says the Lord, he who created you, O Jacob, he who formed you, O Israel: Do not fear, for | have redeemed
you; | have called you by name, you are mine. 2When you pass through the waters, | will be with you; and through the
rivers, they shall not overwhelm you; when you walk through fire you shall not be burned, and the flame shall not consume
you. 3For | am the Lord your God, the Holy One of Israel, your Savior. | give Egypt as your ransom, Ethiopia and Seba in
exchange for you. *Because you are precious in my sight, and honored, and | love you, | give people in return for you,
nations in exchange for your life. °Do not fear, for | am with you; | will bring your offspring from the east, and from the
west | will gather you; 1 will say to the north, “Give them up,” and to the south, “Do not withhold; bring my sons from far
away and my daughters from the end of the earth— ’everyone who is called by my name, whom | created for my glory,
whom | formed and made.”

Second Scripture Reading: Mark 1:4-11

“John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. *And
people from the whole Judean countryside and all the people of Jerusalem were going out to him, and were baptized by
him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins. ®Now John was clothed with camel’s hair, with a leather belt around his
waist, and he ate locusts and wild honey. "He proclaimed, “The one who is more powerful than | is coming after me; | am
not worthy to stoop down and untie the thong of his sandals. & have baptized you with water; but he will baptize you with
the Holy Spirit.”

°In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan. °And just as he was coming
up out of the water, he saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit descending like a dove on him. *And a voice came from
heaven, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you | am well pleased.”

Sermon: ““Water’ We Doing Here?”

One of the things that makes our planet one of the most unique places in the known universe, is water. H20. About 70%
of the earth’s surface is covered with the stuff and yet it is extremely rare. We know of no other planet besides earth that
features liquid water on its surface. ! Water is necessary for life as we know it. The human body is made up of about 60%
water.2 Though the average person could live up to a month or longer without eating food, that same person would last
only a few days without drinking water.? Because of surface tension and capillary action, water molecules stick together
and will actually rise up through a thin tube, which is why water climbs up through the roots, stems, and leaves of plants
giving life to all manner of vegetation. Water is one of the few substances that becomes less dense when it freezes... that’s
why ice cubes float and why lakes and rivers freeze from the top down.*

Practically any schoolchild can tell you that water is “the universal solvent” because given enough time, water will erode
any substance. Evidence of this can be seen in the Grand Canyon where over the course of millions of years, the Colorado
River has gradually eroded the land, carving away layer after layer of soil and rock, to form one of the great wonders of
the natural world. Likewise, the freezing and thawing cycle of water can reduce great mountains to the finest sand and
the steady drip of water depositing minerals over centuries has created the magnificent stalagmites and stalactites that
have made places like Carlsbad Caverns in New Mexico famous. Water can float ships, shape landforms and dissolve metal,
yet it is safe enough to drink and gentle enough to wash your children or to play in on a hot summer day.

In the Bible, water also has great symbolic significance. In the very beginning the Spirit of God moves over the face of the
waters and at the end of Revelation, the River of Life flows by the throne of God. In between, the Israelites pass through
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the waters of the Red Sea and the River Jordan on their way into the promised land, Moses brings forth water from a rock
in the wilderness, Naaman is healed in the waters of the Jordan, and Jesus is baptized in those same waters; Peter shows
faith and then loses it by walking out to Jesus on the water, Jesus turns water into wine and offers the woman at the well
“living water” and so on. So perhaps it is appropriate that as a sign of God’s cleansing us of sin, we use water, the universal
solvent. And it is also appropriate that as a sign of God’s claim on us we use water without which there could be no life.

In our NT passage today, Jesus responds to John’s call to repent and be baptized in the river Jordan. John the Baptist is
calling all of Israel to repent and turn away from sin and toward God. Those acts of repentance are dramatized by ritual
washing in the river. The washing is not integral to the process, but by using water in this way, John’s message is intensified
and made more meaningful to those who hear and join in.’

But a question that has always plagued theologians is this: why would the sinless son of God need to participate in John’s
baptism of Repentance? Since Jesus is sinless, why would he feel the need to be renewed and made clean? Scholars have
offered a number of ideas through the years.

Tom Long describes Jesus’ being baptized as “a symbol of his total involvement in the human condition.”® By submitting
to baptism, Jesus shares in the experience of what it means to be fully human. For centuries, Christians have worked hard
to preserve Jesus’ image as being sinless and literally, holier than thou, yet he himself, seemed far less interested in
maintaining that reputation. Here, as throughout the gospels, Jesus “identified himself with sinners and shared their
circumstances as closely as he could.””

William Barclay argues that what John was doing in the wilderness was an exciting thing that was getting the people fired
up for renewal. John was teaching that Israel, God’s chosen people, were stained with sin and needed to be washed. Jesus
would have been swept up in this excitement along with everyone else. Barclay writes that “throughout the whole country
there was an unprecedented movement towards God.... It was not that [Jesus] was conscious of sin and of the need of
repentance. It was that he knew that [his time had come and that] he too must identify himself with this movement
towards God.”®

| think that Tom Long and William Barclay make a lot of sense. Consider these two things:

1. Christians today, have 2000+ years of historical perspective through which to recognize Jesus as the sinless Son of
God. But as Mark tells it, it is not until after his baptism that the holy Spirit descends on Jesus and we hear the
words of God proclaiming, “You are my son, with You | am well pleased.” So, it is entirely possible that up until
that moment, Jesus didn’t fully realize who he was. Until that point, he may not have understood himself to be
worthy of skipping the baptism line.

2. Laterin Luke’s gospel, we hear Jesus teach his disciples not to take the first seat at a banquet because it is better
to take the lowest seat and be invited up to the front, than to take the first seat and be asked to slide down to
make way for someone more important.® It is reasonable then to imagine that Jesus would have gone to the river
to repent and be baptized even if he did not need it, because doing so was humble and faithful and honored God.

In the final analysis, | like to think that Jesus went to repent and be baptized simply because as a person of deep faith in
God, it never occurred to him not to.

As Jesus is baptized, the waters of the Jordan symbolize his being made clean; and his renewal as a person committed to
God like the hundreds or even thousands of others who are gathered there with him. And that’s what happens with us
when we are baptized, too. Remember in Revelation, when God’s Kingdom comes, God says “Behold, | am making all
things new.” Not that God is making all new things.

Our lives are a process of becoming, growing into God’s purpose for us. Though we are only baptized once, those waters
are always present. Like the Colorado River carving out the Grand Canyon, they are always washing over us, shaping,
forming us into the people God intends for us to be. God is always about the process of making us new.

But even as the waters shape us, they also mark us as God’s own. Ever leave a book out in the rain? Or spill water on an
important paper? A couple of years ago, Harry decided to drop one of his books into a bathtub full of water. | laid the book
out to let it dry, then put it beneath something heavy to flatten the pages back out. But that book is forever different
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because of water. The marks it bears will always be there, as a memorial to what Harry did that day. When we are baptized,
we are marked forever. And nothing we do can ever change that.

But the interesting thing about Baptism, is that, as John Calvin wrote, God’s grace is active long before we are ever able
to claim it for ourselves. The efficacy of the sacrament is not dependent upon it’s having been administered.® Put another
way, the waters of baptism are effective whether we actually get dunked in them or not. Which is not to say that they're
somehow magical. The water is just a symbol of what God is already doing in our lives.

It’s kind of like that old story about the Presbyterian who became Catholic. He lived in a neighborhood with many Catholics
who observed the discipline of “meatless Fridays.”. On Fridays when the neighbors were abstaining from red meat, he
was in his backyard grilling steaks. This was a bit of a problem. So after much talk and encouragement, they convinced him
to become Catholic. The next Sunday he went to the priest and the priest sprinkled holy water on him and said, “You were
born Presbyterian, you were raised Presbyterian, but now you are Catholic.” And so, the next Friday, thinking their
problem had been solved, the families of the neighborhood sat down to eat their fish. But they were soon disturbed by
the smell of grilling steak once again, wafting over from the home of the, now former, Presbyterian. They went over to
talk to him, to remind him that, as a new Catholic, he was not supposed to eat meat on Fridays. But when they arrived in
his backyard, they saw him sprinkling water on his steak saying, “You were born a cow, you were raised a cow, but now
you are fish.”

Baptism is an outward sign of an inward grace. Our Book of Order says that “Baptism is the sign and symbol of inclusion
in God’s grace and [in God’s] covenant with the Church...” 1

In some traditions, baptism is something that the believer must claim for him or herself; only if someone makes a conscious
decision to claim God and be baptized can the sacrament be effective. But | believe that is a misunderstanding of God'’s
grace. God’s act precedes our own. That is why we baptized little Malachi Paxton Yochum today: because even before we
can lay claim to God, God has already laid claim to us.

The waters of the baptism mark us as God’s own. In those waters we find our identity as children of God. And nothing can
remove that mark or alter it once it’s there. It’s like God has one of those label makers and each of us has a little sticker
made of water that reads “Property of God.”

We are all created to be different; made in a wide variety of colors, sizes and abilities. We sometimes get lost in those
differences and let them become dividing lines, but no matter what, we share that one indelible mark: the mark of God
symbolized by the splashing of water in baptism. By this mark we are included in God’s family, made one with all who
share the sign and symbol of baptism; included with those who have gone before and those who will come after, in the
body of Christ, the Church.

In one of his books, William Barclay relates the story of several soldiers in World War Il France who brought the body of a
dead comrade to a church cemetery to have him buried:

“The priest told them gently that he was bound to ask if their comrade had been baptized in the tradition of that
church. They said that they did not know. The priest said that he was very sorry but in that case he could not permit
burial in his churchyard. So, the soldiers took their comrade sadly and buried him just outside the fence."*?

When the war was over the soldiers came back to visit the grave of their friend. They found the church and
remembered the location of the grave but search as they might they could not find it anywhere. Finally, they went
to the priest and asked him about its location.

“Well” said the priest, “after you buried your friend it just didn’t seem right to me that he should be buried there,
outside the fence.”

“So you moved his grave?” One of the soldiers asked.
“No,” said the priest. “I moved the fence.”3

Though the world divide us and though we find our identity too often in the company of those who we consider to be
most like us, God throws wide the gates of the kingdom and claims us all as “Children of God.” In baptism we find our true
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identities indelibly linked to God’s eternal claim on each of us, embodied in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus the
Christ and enacted and sealed in the waters of baptism.

It is truly a mark of the holy that in something so simple as water we find symbolized something so profound; that in
something so common as water, we experience a grace, mercy and steadfast love that is most uncommon.

To God be all glory, honor, power and dominion in this world and in the world that is to come. Amen.
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