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Mark 1:1-14

Baptism of Our Lord Sunday

God of grace and glory, you call us with your voice of flame to be your people, faithful and courageous.  As your beloved Son embraced his mission in the waters of baptism, inspire us with the fire of your Spirit to join in his transforming work. We ask this in the name of our Savior Jesus Christ, who lives and reigns for ever and ever. Amen.
“New Beginnings”

You know, I always struggle with this first Sunday of the year.  I’ve decided it’s because John the Baptist is too much of a jolt to the system after a steady diet of angels, annunciations, shepherds, mangers, and magi all throughout December.  Hearing John the Baptist is sort of like putting on a pair of pants the first week in January; reality hits home that you over did it with the eggnog and Christmas cookies and the holidays are over.  I need a little more buffer between Luke 2 and Mark 1, a little more wiggle room, if you will.  

But Mark doesn’t give us wiggle room.  In fact, Mark doesn’t give us a birth story at all, he just jumps right in.  We’re going to hear a lot from Mark between now Easter, so you might as well know now that Mark doesn’t have any patience for buffers.  He’s known for his abruptness and sense of immediacy.  A fine example of this is recorded in today’s passage: “And just as he as he was coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens torn part and the Spirit descending like a dove on him.  And a voice came from heaven, “You are my Son, the beloved, with you I am well pleased.  And the Spirit immediately drove him out in the wilderness.”  Mark is lean, sparse, to the point.  He doesn’t beat around the bush.

Whereas Matthew and Luke, which were written later, add a little more substance to the story by filling in all of the details Mark left out.  In Matthew and Luke, Jesus has a little time to breathe before he has to meet up with the devil in the wilderness.  But not in Mark.  And I think this is significant.  With his use of brevity, I think Mark is trying to tell us that baptism is not the end of the road but only the beginning.
Now for we Presbyterians, this is not a deep theological insight.  We know our baptisms are not the end, or even the climax, of our faith journey.  We know our baptism marks the beginning of our journeys of faith, journeys that take a lifetime to complete.  But at the beginning of a new year, it’s a good reminder, and one that bears repeating.  
Because at the beginning of a new year many people make resolutions in the hopes of changing something in their lives.  The three most popular resolutions people make are to lose weight, quit smoking, and exercise more.  But 50% of people fail at their resolution within the first six months, and only 10% keep them going all year.  Why?  Because making a change often requires changing a lifetime, or a few years worth, of bad habits.    It means living differently than I did in the past.  Being successful at my resolution means I need to commit to some changes in my life.  It means I need to turn my life in a new direction.

Which is not any different than what John preached that day Jesus was baptized.  John preached a baptism of repentance, which is a fancy way of saying that people needed to turn their life around and go in a new direction.  They needed to make a resolution to live their lives differently.

When we baptize children and adults we ask the same thing-we ask the adults to turn their lives in a new direction, and we ask the parents to help their children do this.  Some people mistakenly think we baptize people to save them from hell and assure them a spot in heaven.  

But unlike other Christians, we do not believe that one needs to be baptized to guarantee one’s spot in heaven.  There are Christians who worry about what will happen to little Susie or adult Johnnie after they die if they haven’t been baptized, but Presbyterians are not among them.  We believe that the Spirit of God is at work in your life and God loves you even if you are not baptized.  And about that spot in heaven?  Well, I’m happy leaving that decision up to God.  But I will say it doesn’t make any sense to me to shut the door of heaven in the face of a baby who hasn’t been baptized but open it to a scoundrel who has.  
The other thing Presbyterians do not believe about baptism is that it inoculates one against life’s ills.  Baptism is not a vaccine for life’s troubles.  Prosperity gospel preachers like to preach that being a baptized Christian will make you healthy and wealthy, but this isn’t true.  Look at Mark’s gospel.  The Spirit immediately sent Jesus into the wilderness after his baptism, and not long after that John was arrested and eventually beheaded. And in the end, Jesus would face his own arrest.
After his baptism, Jesus constantly struggled with people who would resist God and God’s ways.  His faith would be put to the test many times, most of the time by people who resisted his message because they didn’t want to make the changes in their lives that Jesus requires us to make.  They didn’t want to love their neighbor more than themselves; they didn’t want to drop their nets and follow Jesus; they didn’t want to sell everything they had an give it to the poor.  Why?  Because those things are hard to do; doing them requires a change in how we live, what we do, and who we love.  It means our lifestyle will be different than in the past.  Committing ourselves to a new way of life means making an about face.  

One minister likens this to coming about on his sailboat.  Coming about isn’t easy, because it involves shifting the rudder and letting go and pulling in the jib sheet.  When you’re pulling on the jib sheet the boom swings from side to side, and if the sails don’t fill with wind the boat lists from side to side.  Any sailor knows its tricky work and it needs to be done quickly and correctly.  Because if you don’t do it quickly and correctly your boat can tip over, which is no fun-not to mention dangerous.

I know this because when I was about 10 I was sailing with my Dad at Spofford, and we tipped over in the middle of the lake.  To this day whenever I’m in a sailboat and we have to come about, I get nervous-because I know that changing course can be difficult.

Likewise, committing to a new thing or a new direction in our lives can be difficult, because it involves some letting go and pulling in and changing course.  It means trusting God to carry us through-to fill our sails with wind, if you will.  Living as God’s beloved, as the baptized faithful, means trusting God to move us in a new direction-a direction that is committed to living a life that is pleasing to God.

That’s the life that Jesus embarks on just after his baptism.  His life is not easy; he encounters challenges; and he struggles with people who resist living this new way.  He’ll be rejected, misunderstood, debated, considered a threat and ultimately, he’ll be put to death.  But he’ll prevail.

At the end of his life Jesus hung on a cross between heaven and earth, and when he breathed his last, according to Mark-and only Mark, the curtain of the temple was torn in two from top to bottom, torn apart as the heaven had been torn apart at his baptism.  The verb Mark uses hear is schizo, which means torn.  At first read it’s an odd word to use to frame Jesus’ earthly life.  But in Mark’s day, people believed God lived behind the temple curtain; that it was the only thing keeping God out of this world.  But now God is loose in the world, and can’t go back. Because something that is torn cannot be repaired. 
In our baptisms God calls us to move in a new direction, to lead a new life, and one that is pleasing to God.  That’s not easy to do.  But God is now here, Mark tells us.  God is now loose in the world, and walks with us on our journeys, fills our sails with wind, and helps us along the way.  We are no longer alone, God is with us.  The Advent hymn “O Come O Come Emmanuel” has come true.  You are my children, the beloved, God says.  Remember your own baptisms and be thankful.  God will be very pleased when you do.

Amen.

O God of mercy and might. In your wisdom, you made all things and sustain them by your power. You have called forth men and women in every age to be your servants and speak your word.

When we rebelled against your call and turned from your ways, in your love you called us back to you. You delivered us from captivity, and made a promise to be our sovereign God. You sent prophets to call us to justice and compassion.

You are holy, O God of majesty, and blessed is Jesus Christ, your Son, our Lord, in whom you have revealed yourself, our light and our salvation.

Baptized in Jordan's waters, Jesus took his place with sinners and your voice proclaimed him your beloved. Your Spirit anointed him to bring good news to the poor, to proclaim release to the captives, to restore sight to the blind, and to free the oppressed.

He lived among us in power and grace, touching broken lives with your healing peace.

By the baptism of his suffering, death, and resurrection you gave birth to your church, and made with us a new covenant by water and the Spirit.

Gracious God, pour out your Holy Spirit upon us and upon these your gifts of bread and wine, that the bread we break and the cup we bless may be the communion of the body and blood of Christ. By your Spirit make us one with Christ, that we may be one with all who share this feast, united in ministry in every place. As this bread is Christ's body for us, send us out to be the body of Christ in the world.

O God, as you once claimed us in the Spirit's waters and number us among your own beloved, give us power to do your work, to show your love, and to live holy and joyful lives. Keep us faithful in your service until Christ comes in final victory and we shall feast with all your saints in the joy of your eternal realm.  We pray all of this in Christ’s name, who taught us how to pray together saying . . . “Our Father . . .”
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