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Mark 1:4-11


It’s wonderful to be back worshiping with you all.  I understand you had a great worship service last week, and I do thank Charlie, Dean and Carol for that.  What a great thing it is to worship on January 1st!  For one thing, when you walk out of worship you can say to your friends, “I’ve been to church every Sunday this year!”  I always exercise on New Year’s Day for a similar reason—I just love being able to say, “I’ve exercised every day this year!”  I love that sense of getting to start over again with a clean slate.  I love going to bed with a sense of having a perfect track record for the year.


But now it’s January 8th, the beginning of the second week of the New Year.  Did you know that this is a special Sunday on the liturgical calendar?  No, it’s not Epiphany—that was on Thursday.  This Sunday is known as Broken Resolution Sunday.  This is the Sunday when we have to admit that we no longer have a perfect record for the year.  I have no longer exercised every day this year.  And I hate to admit it, but I haven’t flossed every day this year either.  So much for my resolutions.  How about yours?  Oh my, what is to be done with us?  


We can joke about it, but it hurts too.  We want to be different—and we want the world to be different—but our history seems to have such a pull on us.  Last year was had so much sadness and horror for our world.  We so desperately want this year to be different, and yet this past Thursday was the bloodiest day in Iraq for four years.  Hearing that news just made my heart sink.  How can we ever get a fresh start?  


Every year the scripture for the second Sunday in January—the scripture for Broken Resolutions Sunday—tells the story of Jesus’ baptism by John in the Jordan River.  It’s fitting, when you think about it.  The baptism kind of baptism that we see most often in our tradition—infant baptism—is a New Year’s Day kind of thing.  It’s a celebration of new life, a blessing of the clean slate.  When a family brings a new baby to church, when they stand among us and ask for our blessing, you can see it in all of our faces—our hope, our prayer that the world that this baby will grow into will be a better place, that we will be better people for the sake of that child.


But Jesus didn’t have that kind of baptism.  He didn’t have that New Year’s Day experience.  His was more of a January 8th kind of baptism.  He met John at the Jordan in the middle of a massive celebration of adult baptism, called in Mark “a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins” or as Eugene Peterson elegantly rephrases it, “a baptism of life-change that leads to the forgiveness of sins.”  That’s not a New Year’s Day kind of experience, a blessing of the clean slate.  That’s a January 8th experience.  The baptism that John offers comes with the recognition that people’s failures and faults are thoroughly mixed in with their desire to start over, their desire for new life.  So the first step into that new life is repentance, the confession of sin.  John makes it totally clear that you can’t have one without the other.  It takes some scrubbing to wipe the slate clean.  No one steps easily away from what they have done and left undone.  Moving ahead requires serious reckoning with what has come before.


So here’s the question: why does Jesus begin his adult ministry with baptism?  We might understand why the confused and misguided masses may need to confess and repent before they step into a new life, but why Jesus, and why now?  


I realize that some of us might be tempted to answer this question by filling in some of the gaps in the story of Jesus and imagine that Jesus was a man with a past that he needed to repent from by the time he met John at the Jordan.  And who knows, maybe he did.  But if we make sense of Jesus’ baptism of repentance by imagining a back story, I think we’ll miss what the Gospel writing is trying to communicate by telling the story the way he does.  In Mark, Jesus’ ministry starts here.  The same is essentially true for the Gospels of Matthew and Luke where for all intents and purposes Jesus slides out of his cradle and lands and the shores of the Jordan.  Since he has no story of his own, he begins not by engaging with, reckoning with his own story, but by engaging with the story of all the people who have just been baptized.  When he steps into the murky water of the Jordan, the water that flows around him is the water into which those who came before him cast their fears and sins.  He steps into their story.  And so his story begins.  


The thing that amazes me about this story is that Jesus begins where the rest of us would think of ending.  I understand the importance of acknowledging the things we’ve done wrong before we can start a new chapter in our lives.  I understand that we need to understand our hurtful actions and attitudes so that we don’t continue to repeat those things into the future.  But I think of repentence and confession as what we have to do before we can start again.  We set things straight so that we can set them behind us.  We finish the chapter so that we can close the book and move on.  But Jesus doesn’t see it that way.  Jesus begins with repentance.  It’s not where things end for him—its where they begin.


Noticing this in the scripture has been a precious gift to me this week.  To be honest, I haven’t felt ready to start a new year this year, because I’ve been feeling like I haven’t really finished the old one.  I had such a hard time with Christmas this year!  And it’s especially painful for me to admit that because I’m your pastor, and I feel like I let you down.  


My problem was not with Advent—I resonated with the yearning of that season.  After a year of war and disaster in our world, I was deeply in touch with the yearning for God to come, yearning for God’s intimate presence on earth.  I could sing “O Come, O Come Emmanuel” with all my heart and soul.


But Christmas is about something else.  Advent is about waiting, but Christmas is about arrival.  Advent is about yearning and hoping, and Christmas is about the fulfillment of those hopes.  Christmas is the promise that our faith is not just about something that we hope might happen someday.  It’s about what has happened, and is happening.  On Christmas we sing “Joy to the world, the Lord is come!  Let earth receive her king!”  The waiting is over, we declare.  God has intervened in our world.


I know this about Christmas, but somehow, when this Christmas rolled around, I couldn’t proclaim it.  I couldn’t think of a single story, an example, an instance, even an image which could communicate what that arrival, what that fulfillment, what the Kingdom Come on Earth might look like.  I started to realize this as I worked on my Christmas Eve meditation but I really realized it when I stood up to preach that night.  I could say the words, but I couldn’t witness to them.  I could yearn for God with you, but I couldn’t declare with my heart and soul, he’s with us.  The waiting is over.


I was in a very low, very dark place when I came home from Christmas eve worship with you.  I went home and cried because I felt worse than a failure.  I felt like a sham. 


I held this hurt in my heart for several days after Christmas, turning over and over in my mind the line from the carol, “The hopes and fears of all the years are met in thee tonight.”  What does it mean to say that Jesus met our hopes and fears?  If you think of Jesus as a baby in the manger, you get one answer.  There, Jesus offers us what any newborn offers the world: possibility.  Potential.  To say that baby Jesus meets the hopes and fears of all the years is not to say that he answers or resolves the problems of the world, but rather that he gives us some place to lay them, like we made cloth for the cradle.


But we may hear something different if we, like the writer of the Gospel of Mark, begin with Jesus’ baptism as an adult and not with his birth.  At his baptism, Jesus meets the hopes and fears of the world.  He steps into a community of people who have brought all their missteps and misdeeds, all their sins, all their fears, their shame and their uncertainty to the edge of the river, attracted by John’s promise that it is possible to start over, that new life is waiting right on the edge of the other shore.  And Jesus, the Lord of that New Life, the King of God’s new Kingdom, begins his ministry not by collecting all those newly baptized people, not by rallying the newly re-born, but by stepping into the same murky water they’ve been swimming in.  He submerges himself in their repentence.  It is into that water that he drowns, and from that water that he emerges.  He meets them—he meets us—not on the other shore, but in the depths of that river.


Jesus meets us not as promise, not as potential, but as presence at the point of our deepest fears and our most tender hopes.  It’s because Jesus began with baptism, and because he went on to embrace lepers and break bread with prostitutes and die on the cross, that we can declare him present to this whole hurting world.  It’s because of Jesus’ intimate connection not with our best selves but with our worst selves that he can offer us new life.  We greet baby Jesus with our hope that someday things will be different, but at the shores of the Jordan we greet Jesus knowing that the very history we would like to set behind us is where his story begins. 


I want to start this year with him there.  I want to begin by acknowledging that as a parent, as a spouse, as a friend, as a pastor, I have not always been open to the fullness of God’s grace, God’s love, God’s promise.  I have not fully opened my heart to Jesus, trusting that he is truly the image of the unseen God.  And so I ask your forgiveness, and I declare to again my desire to follow Jesus.  I want to do more than wish for him.  I want to do more than adore him in the manger.  I want to step with him into the river that holds in it the stories of this whole hurting world.  I want to swim through that to the new life that lies on the other shore.  


Will you go to the Jordan with me?  If we go there together, if we gather there and hold each other there, we may well find that the world begins to notice and comes along.  This is where a new story begins, we will tell them.  Joy to the world, the Lord is come.
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