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It is hard for us to enter into the lessons we hear today in a fresh and open way.  We have just been through Advent and Christmas and even the feast of the Epiphany, and we have spent all this time preparing and welcoming the coming of the Messiah.  So, it is hard for us to stand on the banks of the Jordan and watch Jesus come to John for baptism, just like any other person.  Luke tells us he was there like any other.   Jesus was baptized with a group of others who came out for a baptism of repentance that John was offering in the waters of the Jordan.  Many were coming out from Jerusalem, and the rough-spirited prophet there in the wilderness seemed almost sorry that they were repenting. 

But John recognizes Jesus, and he wonders what’s the point of baptizing with the water of repentance this one who knows no sin.  He has told the others that Jesus is coming into his own ministry, that John is not worthy to untie the sandals of this one who will baptize you, not just with water, but with the Holy Spirit and with Fire.  Still, John was awe-struck that it would be here at the Jordan, here going under the water in his own arms, that Jesus would begin his ministry.  This was the first time that Jesus would be identified to the crowds as God’s son, the promised beloved, with whom God is pleased.

It does feel a little rushed that just a few weeks ago we were awaiting his coming, that just fourteen days ago we stayed up half the night to welcome his birth to hear angels sing and stand with quaking shepherds to hear God’s great “I love” breathe his first baby breaths.  Just this Friday night, on the eve of the Epiphany, we witnessed the arrival of eastern sages, wise men who followed  a star that signaled this holy birth, and here we stand 2 scant days later watching the adult Jesus be baptized by John; we see the heavens open and hear God’s voice proclaiming Jesus as a special son with a special mission. 

You know, we humans don’t listen to scripture very carefully.  We forget what it says and we wander away from it into our own ideas and perceptions.  Sometimes I think we do that with baptism.  Over generations we have come to see baptism as offered for the forgiveness of sins, and it is surely for that purpose.  But look again into the scripture.  Even John’s baptism there in the Jordan was good for that.  The people were cleansed and forgiven for their sins. But remember what he says about the coming wonder that even then must have been standing in the crowd around the Jordan.

“I baptize you with water, but one comes after me who will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire.”  But what does that mean?  Isn’t it enough just to be forgiven of our sins and rock along until we die and go to heaven? Isn’t that normal?   Isn’t baptism sort of an insurance policy for eternal life that promises us to be included in God’s kingdom?  Well, yes, it is; but to stop there is just scraping the paint on the reality of baptism, because this baptism that we share, baptism at the hand and in the words of Jesus is the baptism that he urges his own disciples to practice in the great commission—you remember—“Go therefore and teach all nations, baptizing them in the name of the father and of the son and the Holy Spirit.”  Anyway, to be baptized with the HS and with fire means zeal to me, nothing less than the zeal of the great prophets, the zeal of Jesus’ own ministry, the zeal of the young church and the zeal, if we will just catch it, that moves us to love and inclusion and doing things for other people that we would not do except for our faith and our hope and our belief that Jesus is the one.  There is a difference in being baptized for the forgiveness of sins just so we will be acceptable, just so we will be included, and being baptized with Holy Spirit and Fire, which is uncontainable, unpredictable and promises nothing more to us than that we will be used to God’s purposes and God’s glory in this world and in the next.  

So, given all that, knowing that whenever we are playing with water we are playing with fire, why would we bring these beautiful children into a relationship with this awesome God who promises through the very mark of our inclusion in the family of faith to fill us with zeal for his own divine purpose?  Why indeed?  Why on earth would we celebrate the acting out of losing these young, sinless, adorable lives in Jordan’s waters, so that they can be raised again in the image of Christ?  Why would we repeat ancient vows here at our own baptism that deal with our responsibility to others and our fealty to this God whose spirit we take on?  

Why indeed, unless we really do believe that somewhere below the trappings, somewhere below the commonplace and conscious, there is something at work here that defies explanation, that these waters are the waters of dichotomy, tearing us in two directions at once.  For while they wash us into the church as living members of a living Christ, they spew us out to do the work God gives us to do.  Yes, they promise our inclusion in an eternal kingdom, but they make us promise to continue in the apostles’ way, to resist evil, to proclaim good news, to seek and serve Christ in all persons, and to strive for justice and peace among all people.  Yes, baptism is about us and our salvation, but baptism is also about the work we have to do in God’s kingdom, and the salvation of the whole world through our work.

You might say, then, that we are here today to give these darling children their marching orders, their assignments for God’s coming reign.  You might say that every time we witness a baptism, the greater teaching for us is that every vow we repeat in this service turns us outward toward others. And then, if you are standing enough in God’s light, you might come to see, even if just for a fleeting moment, that the normal reaction to God’s plan is that here in this font we give up the determination of the self, we give up the power of our own position and authority and opinion, we give up our sense of rugged individualism, and we submit ourselves to the one who created us.  Just as surely as Abraham trudged up Mount Moriah carrying a pot of fire and leading his precious son,  so we bring these children, and we bring ourselves to die to sin and to live for God.  Dying to sin is the easy part, and God gives us so much room for making mistakes along the way, but living for God is a journey that lasts forever.  We never quite accomplish it.  It is an elusive treasure, but when we are at our best, it is the only thing in our lives that really makes any difference at all.

God calls us through this Jordan to great things.  Jesus leads the way.  And our part is recognizing that we do not seek out these waters for protection so much as perfection.  We do not come here to escape our destiny but to find it.  We do not wash our clothes in these currents, we wash our lives. And by our risking of our lives to this water, God gives us back our lives in such abundance that we can scarcely contain them. And, not containing them, we infect a world to live for Christ. 

In this season of Epiphany, when we celebrate the great light of Christ which has come into the world and into our lives, may God pierce every shadowed corner of our hearts, drive away our darkness and illumine in us heaven’s plan for the world’s salvation. Amen.                
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