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Baptism of Our Lord_C_2013 

 

It is a basic fact of biology that water means life.  Without water, life is not possible.  Something like 9 million 

species call earth home, but without water that teeming mass of breathing, breeding life would not exist, our 

home would not be a beautiful blue and green orb, but instead a dark, empty, dry rock in space. 

 

The imagery of water is woven throughout the story of humanity and God.  Over the waters, the Spirit moved 

at the beginning, The captives of Egypt were led through it, their enemies destroyed within it.  Across it lay the 

promised land, and in it John washed away sin and God proclaimed the ministry of the messiah as Jesus came 

up out of it.  That water should occupy such a prominent place in the symbology of our faith, of our 

understanding of God should not be a surprise. 

 

And in Christian baptism, we are immersed in the Christ who died for us, trading our own atomized selves for 

inclusion into the body of God.  But make no mistake, though water is a powerful symbol of life, baptism is no 

mere symbolic act.  We hold that baptism, as a sacramental act, alters our very being.  Whatever we were 

before, in the wake of the act we are something new, someone new. 

 

The verse from Isaiah we heard this morning is a word spoken to Israel in what was possibly its darkest day, 

during the Babylonian Captivity.  The kingdoms of Israel had been wiped out by powerful neighbors, the 

northern tribes scattered to the four winds, their lands settled by strangers.  The southern kingdom likewise; 

the Temple destroyed, Jerusalem laid to waste, 

the people taken away to live under close supervision in Babylon. 

 

Israel had striven after worldly glory and renown, only to suffer again and again despite God’s  warning, 

given through the prophets, of the danger of the chosen path.  And that chosen path was a desire to be 

relevant, spectacular and powerful. 

 

And Jesus, immediately following his baptism entered into the desert where he was tempted by Satan.  He was 

tempted first to turn stones into bread that he might feed himself, and then tempted again to throw himself 

from the highest point of the temple that the angels might rescue him and finally, Satan showed Jesus all the 

kingdoms of the world and offered them to him.  He too was tempted to be relevant, spectacular and 

powerful. 

 

You see, Jesus is the embodiment of Israel – king, prophet and high priest – and in his life he undergoes again 

the whole story of Israel.  He enters into his earthly mission by going through the Jordan just as the ancient 

Israelites had done and he is faced with the same temptations at a time when his seeming insignificance as a 

human is most obvious – alone in a desert without food or water. 

 

And we, more or less, are faced with the same temptations.  Imagine if we could create food out of inert matter 

– why we could feed billions.  No one would ever be hungry again.  And who doesn’t want to be spectacularly 
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successful and popular?  We all want acclamation and an acknowledgment of our unique and personal 

contributions.  And I’m sure everyone here has imagined how much better things would be if only they were 

in charge.  Relevant, Spectacular and powerful – sounds like the perfect life in so many ways. 

 

And yet… 

 

And yet, we know from the story of ancient Israel that every time they sought after worldly glory, things went 

badly, culminating in the destruction of the 3rd temple a generation after the death of Jesus and the dispersion 

of the Judeans, an exile that lasted nearly two millennia.  And the truth is that human empires never last, 

worldly glory passes away like the seasons. 

 

But the love of God lasts forever. 

 

Isaiah said to his brothers and sisters in exile; 

O Israel, do not fear, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name, you are mine.  When you pass through the 

waters, I will be with you 

 

When you pass through the waters, I will be with you. 

 

That’s baptism!  Jesus passed through the waters because the people of God must enter from the desert 

through the waters into the promised land, and so we too, who are called to be the people of God must pass 

through to the promised land of new life.  The desire for baptism is an invitation from God; it does not arise 

within us of our own volition. 

 

I remember the first baptism I ever did.  IT was a little boy named, believe it or not, Israel. It was the middle of 

the night in the neonatal ICU at Children’s hospital in Columbus, Ohio.  We gathered around him, his parents 

behind me, his grandparents just behind them – the nurses at the foot of the bed.  We all stood in a small pool 

of light in the darkness, the sounds of monitors and medical devices all around us.  And we said the prayers 

over the water, and I poured the three smallest drops of water you can imagine on his little head – in the name 

of the father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. 

 

And afterwards, his mother held him for the very first time, and he died there in her arms. 

 

Some may ask, well what good is baptism then? 

 

What good is a covenant when the people of God suffer terribly? 

 

The covenant has held together the children of Abraham for thousands of years, across the globe it still unifies 

and guides the lives of our Jewish brothers and sisters.  And the covenant is the means by which the sacrifice 

of Jesus gives meaning and power to his death; without the covenant there is no atonement. 



 

3 

 

 

And the life, death and resurrection of Jesus has shown us the path to life where we can be the people we were 

meant to be. 

 

That little baby Israel was not some imperfect creature, born in sin.  He did not need a ticket to enter into the 

loving care of God at his death.  He was born into a sinful world and in his baptism all who there that night 

have been undoubtedly affected and changed. 

 

And so it is with us at our baptisms.  In it, something happens deep within us – a small light, a seed is planted 

and if nurtured, that seed grows, the light gets brighter.  When we tend to that seed, that light, we follow the 

will of God to be the best selves we can possibly be. 

 

But to ignore it in favor of the temptations of the world, to be relevant, spectacular and powerful we put 

ourselves ahead of God and begin to walk the path of death.   

 

Today marks the day when Jesus mission to free us from fear and the power of evil, in this act was shown the 

path by which we can claim the victory of Christ as our own, the means by which we leave behind the isolated 

self to become part of the body of Christ. 

 

O Israel, do not fear, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name, you are mine.  When you pass through the 

waters, I will be with you.  Amen 

 

 

 


