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“If I have found favor in your sigh, show me your ways, so that I may know you and find favor in 
your sight. In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and  

was baptized by John in the Jordan…” 

 
One of the wonderful things we do on our pilgrim tours of Israel is that I have a baptism 

service at a place called Yardenit, very near where the Jordan River flows south out of the Sea of 
Galilee, on its way to the Dead Sea. We call ahead and order white robes to wear and there are 
changing rooms to put on bathing suits and robes before gathering at one of four small 
amphitheaters which lend themselves to singing and preaching and safely going down into the 
water. Most of us have been baptized before; so this is really a commemoration of our baptism 
as we recall the baptism of Jesus. The location is nowhere near the place scripture tells us John 
was preaching and people were coming into the wilderness. 

The baptism of Jesus is one of the great mysteries of Christian faith. If there was ever a 
person who didn’t need to be baptized it was Jesus. Nevertheless he appears one day at a 
meeting being conducted by his cousin John who admits by his own account that he is not 
worthy to untie even the laces of the sandals Jesus is wearing. Yet here our Master comes, walks 
into the water and is baptized by John. What do we make of that? 

Better yet: what do we make of our own baptism? What is it all about? Given the 
circumstances of my birth, the death of my birth mother and my small size of 3lbs, 3 oz.; I was 
not baptized as a baby. I suppose the family was in the midst of grieving and there was no 
certainty that I was going to survive. Rather, like Brian, I was baptized when I was in 
Confirmation; since that was a prerequisite for Confirmation in my home church. But I had no 
clue what to make of it, really. It was awesome in a mysterious way. 

There are those who oppose infant baptism because they believe that one ought not be 
held responsible for entering into something they could not possibly understand. But there are 
many things we enter into that we don’t completely understand, aren’t there? I didn’t really 
understand what I was agreeing to when Dottie and I were married 50 years ago. The only thing 
I was certain about is that I didn’t want to spend another day without her.  

I didn’t really understand all that was involved in our decision to have a family. Much of 
life results in failed promises because no one of us really understands everything we are getting 
into at those moments.  We get in over our heads; which is an interesting analogy when it comes 
to talking about baptism. 

I have commemorated my own baptism at least 5 times in the Jordan River in Israel. It is 
an odd thing to go beneath the water and have it cover my head. It is an act of trust I think and I 
remind myself that throughout the New Testament the word faith is best translated as trust. So 
what happens with baptism has nothing to do with our minds as if we know all the dynamics of 
faith and are wholly mature in our commitment to Jesus. Baptism has to do with trusting God 
with all our hearts as we become willing to grow in discipleship which is a lifelong undertaking; 
not just a onetime event. I suppose most Baptists would not agree with me given their belief that 
only adults can be baptized and that by being immersed completely in water. 



There is a story of a Congregationalist and a Baptist having a discussion about baptism. 
The Congregationalist said, “Do you mean to tell me that if I go down into the water up to my 
knees, I’m still not baptized?” To which the Baptist said, “That’s right.” “How about up to my 
waist?” “No, that’s not enough.” “How about up to my shoulders,” asked the Congregationalist? 
The Baptist said, “No, that’s not far enough.” “How about if I go into the water so that everything 
but the very top of my head is covered?” To which his Baptist friend replied, “Can’t you get it 
through your head that you have to be completely under the water to be washed of your sins.”  
To which the Congregationalist replied, “You’re telling me that baptism isn’t any good unless the 
very top of your head gets wet?” “That’s right,” said the Baptist. To which the Congregationalist 
replied, “That’s what we have been doing all along!” 

I love a quote from Gayle Carlton Felton’s book entitled “By Water and the Spirit” where 
she reminds us that through baptism, “God bestows upon us the presence of the Holy Spirit, 
marks us with a seal, and implants in our hearts the first installment of our inheritance as sons 
and daughters of God.” Think about that!  

When Luther made the decision to stand up and question some of the things the 
leadership of the Roman Church was doing in the 16th century; it looked as if everything he 
valued was crumbling around him and all would be lost. It was then that he would pound his 
chest and say, “But I am baptized!”  From that moment on the promise is that we will be in 
Jesus, with Jesus, always growing to become more like Him by the power of the Holy Spirit. It’s 
a mystery and calls for our trust as we remember it and rejoice in it. The point is that we were 
baptized into a relationship with God that can never be taken away. 

There is a universal human need to feel loved, to feel that we matter, that we are special, 
no matter what our age or station in life. Each of us has a desperate need to belong to someone. 
As we go through life we need reminding that our lives are important and that it makes a 
difference to someone whether we live or die. Baptism tells us in an unforgettable way that we 
are loved, that we are part of the Body of Christ, the Church. In the Hebrew Bible circumcision 
made infants part of the people of the covenant. In a similar way, in baptism we become part of 
a people called the Church. As Paul says in I Cor. 12: 13: “For by one Spirit we were all baptized 
into one body.” 

According to the Gospel of Mark, John saw the heavens “torn apart” and the Spirit 
descending on Jesus like a dove and a voice from heaven saying that Jesus is the Son of God 
whose life is well pleasing to God. Matthew and Luke say that the heavens opened. Mark alone 
has them torn apart. Mark sees the baptism of Jesus as a once and for all event. Something that 
can be opened can be closed again. Something that is torn apart cannot easily be mended. If we 
were to fast forward to the death of Jesus, when he breathed his last breath, Mark tells us, using 
the same word, that the curtain in the temple which separated the holy of holies from all but the 
High Priest on the Day of Atonement; that curtain was torn apart, giving access to the very 
center of that holy place. Those two events can be seen as bookends in the life of Jesus 
reminding us that to be baptized is to become part of something that has no expiration date and 
gives us access to the most holy, to heaven, to God. The good news is that Jesus is with us in all 
the life that follows; and that God’s promise is trustworthy. 

I remember my baptism day, the mystery and wonder of it and because of that I have 
always tried to affirm to families that baptism is a community event and a community 
experience. There are times when families choose not to have a baptism in the context of this 
time of worship because they feel more comfortable having us gather in the chapel. Julie and I 
always insist that you be represented by at least one Deacon at that event. There have been 
equally precious times when I have gone to homes and had baptisms in the beauty and comfort 
of those places; but even there you were part of that gathering through our presence for we are 
baptized into something and that something is the church of Christ.  

There is no such thing as individual believers. I don’t think you can be a practicing 
Christian staying at home on Sundays. The Holy Spirit creates community and we were baptized 



into that community. To not be present when we are able and healthy is to turn our backs on the 
promises we have made to God and the continuing work to which God calls us. We were 
baptized into something and that something is meant to glorify God. If it wasn’t important Jesus 
would not have spent time in his final conversation with his disciples before ascending into 
heaven. He told them: “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the 
name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything 
that I have commanded you.” Into this we have been baptized! Let us hear God saying to us, “I 
claim you, I love you, I am proud of you,” as we realize how important this is in our relationship 
with God, our families, and one another. 

May it be so! 
Amen! 
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