Sermon preached 9 January 2011 @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

Baptism of the Lord Sunday

“Both…and, or three in one”


Today we celebrate a feast day, or annual commemoration, that is older than Christmas, older even than Epiphany.


All four universally-accepted accounts of Jesus, or “Gospels,” speak of it.   It was evidently too well-known to omit.   


When that kind of thing happens in a family, nation, or other institution, ways are found to make it a teaching moment for the tradition.


In this case, two sets of explanation are offered.


First, it is a sign we don’t practice Christianity solo.   Crucial as Jesus’ faith in God was, he refused to stand apart from the synagogue and all that meant about completeness as a person.   Our faith is “both…and” – both highly individual and personal, and fundamentally social, tied to history and some present organized fellowship.


Second, in the baptism accounts, the three-fold nature of reality is declared.   The voice of God affirms.   The Spirit reveals.   The Son receives and accepts, acknowledges.


Altogether, it is a capsule vision of our lives as Christians that we act out on this early Sunday in the Christian Year.


1) We have a personal relationship with God. 

2) Rough-hewn as it is, we have a relationship with other believers.

3) We are drawn here as well as coming on our own.

And, awkward as we find it to be, we REPRESENT Christ as well as holding him in higher regard than anything or anyone else in all our world.

We all know abuses of each of these ideas.   People can think the church gets them into heaven.   You can let the church think for you.   You can focus so much on Jesus that God can’t be  seen in the universe, or in the prophets, or in science, or anywhere outside Holy Scripture.


These are boundary-markers.   When we get to them, we know we’ve gone beyond the Good News of Jesus and into the sea of speculation.   Trying to control reality, rather than cooperating with it,  is not just a temptation of religious people;  but we surely have our share of such mistaken attitudes.


What I hope for today is a positive experience of standing with other believers, showing the world, ourselves, and each other that you CAN believe, you can say “Yes,” you can show up, you can make yourself useful --- and  that you hope to be comforted when you’re down, and corrected when you’ve wrong;   that the best things from your past still belong to you and influence you;   and  that you promise to walk this way with these folks, as long as ever you can, “so help you God,” as the courtroom official puts it.


We are an extension of Jesus Christ.   God works this way to improve the Creation.   


It is inspiring, and educational. ..  an experience not to be missed, one we wouldn’t trade.


Let us make the pledge and receive the gift of faith in God, through Jesus Christ.


Amen.

(The Renewal of the Baptismal Covenant followed immediately, found on Page 50ff in The United Methodist Hymnal/1989)
Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
