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                Mark 1:4-11

Who here has ever swum in the ocean?  Was it a powerful experience?  Would anyone like to attempt to describe it?  It’s awesome, isn’t it?  For me, the ocean is a very strong physical reminder that there are things in the world that are much, much bigger than I am.  In that way, the ocean has a similar impact on me to a dark night sky filled with stars.  It reminds me that the world extends way beyond my reach and my understanding.  But the amazing thing about the ocean is that we don’t just have to stand back and observe it, be awed by it.  We can dive into it—let it surround us and support us and carry us somewhere new.

Water always goes back to the ocean.  That’s where every stream and river and lake and bay is flowing.  When you think about it, even the water we drink, the water we wash in, the water we cook in is all a little piece of ocean.  So it makes sense that religions around the world have developed sacred rituals that involve water.  Yes, water washes us clean, and yes, water nourishes us and allows us to grow.  But despite all the ways in which we can use and contain and control water, it has an origin and a destination beyond us.  Water connects us to something bigger than us, something that cannot be controlled or manipulated by us.

Over a couple of millennia, Christians have come up with a mind-blowing number of variations on the baptism that Jesus received from John in the Jordan river, from sprinkling to dunking to pouring to spraying with a fire hose.   The only thing that all of these practices have in common is water.  That is the essential element of the ritual, and if we keep our focus there, we’ll be able to see the power and meaning of the practice.  But if we look at all the details of each church’s practice—the rules, the requirements, the regulations—we’ll discover something else.  Human beings have a remarkable ability to build walls, between “US” and “THEM” and between “US” and “GOD”.  Somehow, an experience that has its origins in the awesome, primal human experience of diving into something big has been twisted into a way in which we shut people out or keep people in.  We’ve made it into a test you have to pass or a prize you can be awarded.

But that’s not what water’s about.  Oh, we can contain water.  We can dam it and bottle it and purify it and channel it.  But when we take our hands off it for even a moment, it finds its way back to the ocean, flowing or evaporating and raining down again.  Water traces a path for us, and if we follow it, we get back to the ocean, to something that we can’t manipulate or control, something that just invites us to dive in and swim.  

Participation without manipulation.  That’s what baptism is about, despite our best efforts to make it about something completely different.  And it seems to me, the better we’ve gotten at manipulation—of each other, of our environment—the more we need to swim in the ocean, either literally or in rituals like baptism.  We have a different identity in those places.  We are no longer experts, no longer examples, no longer people who have achieved a level of competence or excellence.  We are receivers, not achievers.  We are appreciators.  And that makes it so we can be delighted.  We can be surprised.

And we can be loved.  When Jesus emerged from the waters of his own baptism, the Gospels tell us that the voice of God declared him “beloved son”.  Did he know it in some particular way that day?  Did he realize in some new way that love, like the water that he had submerged himself into, surrounded him and lifted him up?  What if we were to dive into those same pools?  What if we were to live surrounded by love like a swimmer in an ocean, riding its waves, appreciating its power, awed by its strength, certain that we did not generate it or provoke it or call it into being by own worthiness or excellence, but simply appreciating the way in which it invites us in, the way in which it receives us and enfolds us and invites us to swim.
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