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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 I is coming after me; I am not worthy to stoop down and untie the 

thong of his sandals. I 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 I am well pleased."  

 

 

I hope that you all had a blessed holiday, and that you were able to rest if you 

wanted to rest (or, have adventures if you wanted to have adventures!).  I also 

hope that you were able to spend time with people you love.  I know that some 

of you spent time at hospital bedsides with loved ones, or were only able to 

connect to loved ones through Facetime.  I also know that some of you were 

simply bracing yourself to make it through a first Christmas without someone you 

love.  The good news is God shows up among us, no matter what we faced this 

Christmas and New Year’s.  

 

I took time off between Christmas and New Year’s, and long before we knew how 

cold it was going to be, we made reservations at a place up in Brainerd for several 

nights.  Our plan was to show Jing, the Chinese exchange teacher living with us, 

all about winter fun in Minnesota.  We had plans for ice fishing, skiing, and snow 

shoeing, all of which is to say we spent most of the weekend at the indoor 

pool…but, not the entire weekend.  We still did our best to show Jing what -30 

degrees, or rather -45 with wind chill, feels like.  So, while Brennon and the kids 

stayed nice and warm inside, I took Jing out onto a lake so she could say she had 
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walked on water.  This was probably not the smartest decision I’ve ever made, but 

it was an experience that Jing was happy to have.  Then, there was the morning 

that I woke everyone up early and ordered them to throw on their winter gear 

over their pajamas and I herded them outside for a science experiment.  I wanted 

to make sure we did it before it warmed up too much, so we went out early.  We 

blew bubbles, then watched them freeze and shatter.  Water can do some pretty 

amazing things!!!  To cap off a weekend of adventures, otherwise known as 

questionable decisions, we made use of the outdoor hot tub…Because nothing 

says “winter in Minnesota” more than running around in the cold and then 

jumping into a pool of hot water!   

 

Water is pretty amazing.  You can drive on it.  Swim in it. Watch it freeze, float, 

and pop.  It’s powerful and awe-filled.  But, for as awe-filled as it is – it can also 

be awful.  The words “bomb cyclone” first came up on my news feed this week, 

and I thought it was fake.  I thought, “that can’t be a ‘real thing’”.  So, I went to 

the Updraft blog, my favorite source of weather information and, sure enough, 

there it was.  Those words.  Bomb cyclone.  Along with images that showed the 

awful power of water that can sweep through neighborhoods in the form of 

flooding - while at the same time swirling down in the form of a blizzard.   

 

Water is powerful, and it is sacred.  It is holy.  In our baptism liturgy, we recall all 

of the ways that the holy is present in water.  We did so this morning in our call 

to worship.  Some of those references are joyful and lighthearted, while others 

are heavy and awe-filled.  Noah and the flood – pretty awful for anyone who 

wasn’t Noah.  In the parting of the Red Sea – pretty great for Moses and the 

Israelites fleeing Egyptian oppression, but pretty awful if you were an Egyptian.  

There are the still waters that God leads us to in Psalm 23, but we also find in the 

Psalms a God who thunders over the mighty flood waters.   

 

Along this spectrum of still, peaceful waters to mighty, thunderous floods, where 

does the account of Jesus’ baptism land?  We usually think of it in nurturing 

terms similar to the feeling we experience when we see a child baptized in 

worship, that moment when they are ritually welcomed into the family of God.   

 

As Kate Matthews writes, “In our mind's eye, it's a lovely scene, John dipping 
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Jesus beneath the waters of the river, and Jesus hearing God up above claiming 

him as God's beloved Son, and a sweet dove, the Holy Spirit, hovering above.  

BUT - A little time with this text, however, stirs our imaginations. We read of a sky 

that doesn't just open up but is "torn apart." A rugged prophet preaches a 

dangerous message of repentance, renewal, and return to God. Today, we're 

exhorted to "Remember our baptism," not as a sentimental journey or an effort 

to recapture lost enthusiasm, but to seek equilibrium on a storm-tossed sea, to 

get our bearings, to remember who (and whose) we are.”   

 

We are all trying to get our bearings in a storm-tossed sea.  It might be helpful 

for us to see the baptism of Jesus – not as a serene, lovely scene – but as one 

with skies the color of green they sometimes get right before a storm.   Until 

finally the skies are torn apart and the Holy Spirit dive-bombs Jesus.  We might 

envision everyone gazing upon the figures of John and Jesus with tear-filled eyes 

as they gaze on this holy moment of baptism.  But it could also be that people 

were shouting “Run for cover”, hands over their heads, and scared out of their 

minds by what they witnessed.   

 

If we see Jesus’ own baptism within a framework of stormy awfulness, and we can 

still hear God’s words above the sound of the storm (“You are my beloved.  With 

you I am well pleased.”) then we can see that Christ helps us get our bearings in 

stormy times.  I think we need that.  It helps us to be able to hear God’s words in 

our own tempestuous times, when our lives are nothing like the still waters of 

Psalm 23 and we aren’t sure if we are going to sink or swim.  God calls out to us, 

in storms AND in peaceful stillness – “You are my beloved.  You are my beloved.”  

Those are the words we claim in baptism.   

 

We are at the beginning of a new year, and with a new year always comes the 

hope that the new year will be better than the previous year.  Individually, we 

come up with goals and resolutions that will help make the new year a good one.  

Read more books.  Spend less time on social media.  Eat better.  Exercise more.  

Get more sleep.  Serve those in need as a family.  We want the clean slate to start 

anew.   

 

New year, new beginnings.  Baptism is also a sign of new beginnings.  To be fully 
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immersed in water was a symbol of dying to an old way of being and being born 

anew to a new way of being, as you re-immerge from the water.  We miss some 

of that by sprinkling people’s heads with water instead of completely immersing 

people with water.   

 

The idea is still there.  That we begin anew as God’s beloved.  If you’re lucky, your 

year has started off with still waters from which to be born anew.  But for many 

people, the year has gotten off to a stormy start.  Let Christ help you get your 

bearings in this new year. 

 

The front of the announcements insert has a quote from one of my all-time 

favorite novels - “Gilead”.  Gilead is the story of a pastor, which is part of why I 

like it, but I also think Marilynne Robinson is one of the greatest writers of our 

time.   

“John Ames, the narrator of the novel and minister to the small town of Gilead, 

Iowa, recalls experiences from his life that he identifies with the sacred act of 

baptism.”  Ames recalls a time in his childhood when he and his friends baptized 

kittens.  I think there are probably a lot of baptized animals out there, as children 

practice what they experience in worship.  There is mystery and power in baptism, 

and we want to enact it, whether we are 4 or 14 or 40.   

While watching his son play in the sprinkler with a friend, Ames wrote: “You and 

Tobias are hopping around in the sprinkler. The sprinkler is a magnificent 

invention because it exposes raindrops to sunshine. That does occur in nature, 

but it is rare. When I was in seminary I used to go sometimes to watch the 

Baptists down at the river. It was something to see the preacher lifting the one 

who was being baptized up out of the water and the water pouring off the 

garments and the hair. It did look like a birth or a resurrection. For us the water 

just heightens the touch of the pastor’s hand on the sweet bones of the head, 

sort of like making an electrical connection. I’ve always loved to baptize people, 

though I have sometimes wished there were more shimmer and splash involved 

in the way we go about it. Well, but you two are dancing around in your 

iridescent little downpour, whooping and stomping as sane people ought to do 

when they encounter a thing so miraculous as water.” 
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When you encounter something as miraculous as water, sometimes it will be in 

the midst of a storm and your hope will be in hearing God cry out, “You are my 

beloved” and it will help you get your bearings.  But, sometimes you will 

experience those words, “You are my beloved” when you run through the 

sprinkler, or splash in a pool, or even when you blow bubbles in -30 degree 

weather.  Whoop and stomp, as sane people ought to do, whenever water 

reminds us that we are God’s beloved.   

 

 


