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In the BBC nature film, Planet Earth, there’s a segment on the great plains of Africa. That region of the world teems with life until the coming of the dry season. The film shows the indiscriminate impact of the drought: gazelles, elephants, lions, baboons, hyenas, birds, beasts large and small are all on the verge of death for lack of water. Without regard for one another, they move frantically through the parched wilderness looking for a watering hole.

“As a deer longs for flowing streams, so longs my heart for you, O God.” The African scene embodies Psalm 42. The search for the water of life is both a physical and a spiritual necessity.

Every animal on those parched plains goes in pursuit of water. Eventually they find it. They gather at an oasis, animals that would otherwise never venture near one another. Prey and predator, drinking side by side. Their common thirst for living water compels them to the same place in the wilderness. Their shared need makes them enemies no longer. The watering hole becomes a source of life as they bend down and draw deeply, lion next to antelope, hyena side by side with elephant. 

It’s the image Isaiah offers of the peaceable kingdom, come to life. 

And yet, paradoxically, the watering hole is also a place of death. In the film, after the animals have quenched their thirst and regained strength, they slip back into their previous roles, and the hunt is on. Neighbors become victims; the peace is broken with violence, as the ways of nature rekindle. The water kills.

Baptism is like that watering hole: it gives life, but there is also death in the water. Baptism is serious business.

In this year-long sermon series on Good Questions, it’s nice finally to hear a biblical character ask one himself. It comes from John, the one called the Baptizer. He’s down at the Jordan doing what he does best: preaching repentance and dunking people in the water.  

Maybe I’ve watched too many movie recreations of the scene, but I imagine a long line stretching up onto the banks of the river, people carefully making their way down the muddy slope and into the water. John meets them waist deep. Looking each person in the eye, the Baptizer tells them to repent. They confess their sin – and with that, John drops them under the slow current and quickly brings them back up. The baptism washes away their past life, and all things are made new. It is a dripping wet reminder of their desire to change their lives, to get past old, destructive ways.

“As a deer longs for flowing streams, so longs my heart for you, O God.”

John may have “done” scores of eager penitents that day, when suddenly he looks up at the next person in line and realizes it’s the one about whom he’s been speaking, the one for whom he and all Israel have been waiting. Startled to see him, John asks Jesus a question: “Why would I baptize you? You should be baptizing me – and all these people.” 

It’s a good question: why does Jesus show up for baptism? The way John sees it, people need the cleansing power of the water when their lives have gotten out of control, when things have gone terribly wrong in their relationships because of what they said or did that hurt another. People need to see John when they have refused to forgive or to receive forgiveness, when they have cheated or lied or stolen or been unjust. John practices a baptism of repentance for those who have sinned. Surely Jesus has no need of that water, for he is without sin.

Jesus needs something else. 

For him the water ritual is not about repentance. It has to do with life and death. Standing there in the River Jordan that day, Jesus reinvents baptism. For John, reflecting the Hebrew heritage of ritual cleansing, the water symbolizes repentance. It washes away the past. It faces backwards. For Jesus, the water is a sign of solidarity with our mortality. It faces forward. It opens the future. It gives identity. It enacts a promise.

As he goes under the water, Jesus dies symbolically; as he comes up, he rises. In that simple act he prefigures his own death and resurrection – and ours as well.

It turns out that baptism is not simply a charming cultural rite we do for our babies, followed by brunch at the country club. And it’s not merely a washing away of the past that can be done over and over, each time we slide back. When we get to the water, there is life – but there is also death. 

Baptism is a once-and-for-all enactment of the promise that when we die, God will raise us up. It’s a sign of the covenant that God will not forsake us. The water, as we say at each baptism, marks us “as Christ’s own forever.” Jesus goes down to the Jordan to be there with us when we die, and to accompany us when we rise. He is there because we belong to him, and he to us. 

An old funeral prayer has a phrase referring to the deceased, “whose baptism is now complete in death.” Death finishes our baptism. The circle is closed. We cross over the Jordan into the land of promise. 

If the question is, “Why baptize?” The answer is, “To prepare for death.”

As we worship here this morning, a group of travelers from Westminster is gathering at the airport to take off to Israel and Palestine. I will leave right after the sermon to join them. Later this week our Westminster group will be at the Jordan River, not far from where we imagine the scenes in this morning’s scripture lessons took place – the crossing of the river by the Israelites, led by Joshua, and the baptism of Jesus by John. There we will remember our baptisms – most likely done long ago by people we did not know – and be grateful.

But the place where we will do that will be nothing like the biblical scene. Our bus will pull up to a religious tourism site and park in a large lot next to other busses. We’ll pay a few shekels to go down through the concession area to the water that has been pumped in from the Sea of Galilee. Because of drought and the water demands of nearby Israeli settlements today the River Jordan is dry – or, at best, a tiny trickle.

It’s a shame, because the river plays such a key role in the life of the biblical people. It’s the border over which the Hebrews must cross to come into the Land of Promise. It’s the place where Jesus is baptized. It’s the location of symbolic death and rising to new life. And today it is the source of political intrigue and sectarian violence. In the Middle East, the one who controls the water wins, and Israel controls the water. In the water there is life and death.

In recent weeks violence against Christians has broken out in various parts of the world. At the Cathedral in Baghdad, two days before Christmas. In the same city, at an Assyrian Catholic Church, in October. In the last month at several Iraqi Christian homes. Last week in Alexandria, Egypt, at the celebration of Coptic Christmas. A year ago in the same city. And in Nigeria. In Pakistan. In Indonesia.

Christians have been killed indiscriminately in countries in Africa and Asia, Christians of vastly different cultures and languages. What they had in common, those who died, was the river. They had gone down into the water. They had been baptized. Marked as Christ’s own forever can take on urgent and dangerous meaning. We may take our welcome through water for granted, but depending on the context, baptism can get you killed. 

The earliest baptismal fonts were often in the shape of a sarcophagus, a burial vessel, holding water. This is no sweet, harmless ritual. There is death in the water – a symbolic drowning that reminds us of our own, very real mortality – and that is precisely the theological point of baptism. It is an act of defiance against death itself. That’s why we baptize – and it’s why we reaffirm the baptismal promise this morning.

If we could we’d pass through the congregation sprinkling all of us as we reaffirm the baptismal promise. We would feel the water on our heads and across our faces. The splashing might awaken us to our solidarity with Christians everywhere, especially those now besieged for their own baptisms in many places in the world. 

We all bear the same watermark.

I remember when I was on the island of Java in Indonesia, many years ago. Christians are a tiny minority in that land. One day while walking in a village I noticed a church. I stopped to peek into it, and as I did a man walked up to greet me. “Are you baptized?” he said. 

Not “Are you saved?” or “Have you accepted Jesus?” which might be what some churches in this country would ask a visitor, but are you baptized?  Have you gone down to the river? Have you been marked as Christ’s own forever? Is that your identity? Are you still wet from the water, or have you so dried off that you no longer remember your own baptism?

“As a deer longs for flowing streams, O God, so longs my heart for you.”

We’re like God’s creatures in the parched wilderness. We come to the water, thirsting for salvation, longing for a word of hope in a world of chaos. We find it in the river.  That’s why we baptize, even as Jesus himself was baptized, so that he might belong to us and we to him, in life and in death.

Thanks be to God.

Amen.
Prayers of the People - Douglas Mitchell – 8:30 worship
Good and gracious God, we give thanks for the countless ways you have revealed yourself in all times and places.  You have blessed us with the signs of your grace, and for that we are humbled and grateful.  We celebrate with Joshua that you have done wonderful things among us. We praise you that through the waters of the sea you led your people Israel out of bondage, into freedom and into responsibility in the land of your promise.  

We praise you for sending Jesus your Son, who for us was baptized in the waters of the Jordon, and was anointed as the Christ by your Holy Spirit.  
Through the baptism of his death and resurrection you set us free from the bondage of sin and death, and give us cleansing and rebirth.   We praise you for your Holy Spirit, who teaches us and leads us into all truth, filling us with a variety of gifts for us to use to serve the common good.

We rejoice that you claimed us in our baptism and that by your grace we are born anew.  By your Holy Spirit renew us, that we may be empowered to do your will and continue forever in the risen life of the Christ, to whom, with you and the Holy Spirit, be all glory and honor, now and forever.

Holy comforter, healing Spirit, grant your peace to those who are sick, and to those who grieve this morning.    We pray that your healing touch be felt by those who are in the hospital and those recovering from illness or surgery.  We hold before you O God, those who were killed and wounded in the shooting in Tucson Arizona, including Rep. Gabrielle Giffords and Chief Judge John Roll.  Let you Spirit be felt in that community as they grieve this horrible act of violence.

God of comfort, stand with those who in our own community sorrow for the death of loved ones.  Let them be sure in the knowledge that neither death for life, nor things present nor things to come, shall separate us from your love.  Be especially with…

And as we remember your great love, we pray together the prayer that Jesus taught us, Our Father…
Prayers of the People – Meghan Gage-Finn – 10:30 worship
Loving God, in whom we live and move and have our being, who claims us in the waters of baptism, in peace we pray to you. We offer our prayers today for your creation, for our communities, and for ourselves. We pray with special intention for all people who struggle for survival, for visibility, for a voice, and for equality. We pray for lawmakers and civic leaders, and for those devastated by violence on a quiet Saturday morning. May men and women following a call to serve our country’s government be able to do so without fear or provocation.

We remember all people in countries and communities who are overwhelmed by poverty, homelessness, or unemployment, who face famine, environmental hardship, or the ravages of war on a daily basis. Let not the needy be forgotten or the hope of the impoverished taken away. 

May your steadfast love be with those who serve our nation in far away lands, and with family members and friends who keep expectant and prayerful watch here at home. Guide and encourage those who are in hospital, facing treatment, or recovering from surgery. Bless their caregivers and those called to visit and befriend. 

This day we lift up to you those who grieve loss of loved ones, especially____. We remember in baptism that through Christ we are raised to new life with you, and may ____’s family find solace and hope in her peaceful resting at home in your loving care. Even as we give thanks for life well-lived, we rejoice in new life to our church family. Bless ____ and her parents _______ and may they be supported and nurtured by this congregation.

Gracious God, we ask that you be with our members and leaders who begin travel this day to the Holy Land. May they be strengthened by the thoughts and prayers of this community and changed by this pilgrimage of faith and partnership to grow closer to you and your Word and to your peace.

Faithful God, today we have publicly professed our faith. In your Son’s baptism you reassured him that he was beloved. Help us to remember that we are precious and loved by you, that you are an abiding presence in our lives and may we be witnesses to that unfailing love. May we be supported by your Spirit to do justice, to love kindness, and to walk humbly with you, our God. Hear us now as we are bold to pray together in one voice the prayer your beloved Son taught us saying, Our Father…

“Why Baptize?”


Joshua 3:1-17; Psalm 42:1-8; Matthew 3:1-17
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