All Cleaned Up    January 8, 2012

How does it appear to you, this New Year?  Have you been struck with any new insights into your life?  Have you made any resolutions to live into your new insights?  Epiphany means “appearing” so it’s appropriate that the Christian calendar celebrates Epiphany right about this time of year.  The official date of Epiphany was Friday, January 6, the “Twelfth Day of Christmas” so this is the first Sunday after Epiphany.  In the Eastern Orthodox churches, Christmas is celebrated on January 6, the day that, according to the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus made his first public appearance.  

There are several appearances in the gospel stories at their beginnings: the star appears in the east to lead the wise men to see the Christ child; the wise men appear at the house in Bethlehem to see the baby.  Then John the Baptist appears in the wilderness of Judea, preaching his message of baptism for repentance.  Then John baptizes Jesus, “And just as he was coming up out of the water, [Jesus] saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit descending like a dove on him.” [Mark 1:10]  We are quite used to this scene appearing as a pastoral picture of John dipping Jesus beneath the waters of the river, and Jesus hearing God above claiming him as the beloved, and a sweet dove, the Holy Spirit, hovering nearby.  A "nice" baptism of Jesus goes well with our own experience of baptizing babies and even adults, a happy occasion, and not one of risk or danger or drama.  But that’s not what baptism is about.  In many Christian traditions other than ours, there is the appearance of high risk and even danger as someone is lowered into to waters, in what could be called a simulated near-death experience.  Certainly our granddaughter Leeza thought so when she was dunked naked into the font at the Cathedral of Alexander Nevsky in St. Petersburg, Russia.  She screamed.  Any normal child would.  The writer of the letter of Hebrews said “It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God.”  [Hebrews 10.31]  I like the picture of Jesus’ baptism on the front of the bulletin today, where the water almost appears fire-like.

The Gospel writer Mark wants us to know that something appeared to Jesus as a result of his baptism, and it wasn’t just a nice, pretty appearance, either.  The heavens were “torn apart” and it was as if a dove dive-bombed him.  Now that’s an Epiphany!
So I’ll ask it again: how does it appear to you in this New Year?  Do you see anything that you didn’t see before?  What has become clearer to you since the last time we met together in this sanctuary?  [pause for silent reflection]
It has become clear to me that 2012 is a pivotal year for Church of the Covenant.  This morning I have moved the baptismal font front and center to mark for us a new appearance of Jesus in the middle of our life together—a renewal.  Our life in the church tends to assume that our baptisms have cleaned things up for us.  In this beautiful sanctuary it is easy to believe that we have made ourselves safe from the world and its changes, that here, at least when the world around us is torn apart, here, things don’t change, here we will be safe.  In a sense that’s true, but it’s not because of the church or the beauty of the sanctuary, or anything else, short of God’s own self, conveyed to us by the Holy Spirit at our baptism.  Indeed there are some uncomfortable implications of inviting God’s Spirit to invade our lives.
There is a story about the anxious Martin Luther, the Reformation leader, who was hidden away by one of his supporters in Wartburg Castle.  His life was in danger as the papal police sought to find him and put him on trial for heresy for daring to challenge papal authority.  Day after day, he struggled to complete a translation of the Bible from Latin to German, in a fiercely lonely battle with depression.  As he struggled through the isolating months of his safekeeping, he would scribble on his desktop 'I am baptized' as he battled back despair.  Not “I was” but “I am.” 

Today I want to remind us, too, to “remember our baptism,” not as a sentimental journey back in time in an effort to recapture a lost enthusiasm or a former life—how great is was, back in the day—but to get our bearings, to remember who (and whose) we are, for the next great renewal for Church of the Covenant in an honest to goodness turn-around, back-to-God movement, because that’s what baptism was and is for us: Repentance means “turn-around.”  We are in need of turn-around, and in need of remembering that we are “turn-around” people.
Many years ago a Philadelphia congregation watched as three 9-year-old boys were baptized and joined the church.  Not long after, because they were unable to continue with its dwindling membership, the church sold the building and disbanded.  One of those boys was Tony Campolo, now author and Professor Emeritus of Christian Sociology at Eastern College in Pennsylvania, author of many books and gifted speaker and teacher.  Years later when Dr. Campolo was doing research in the archives of his denomination, he decided to look up the church report for the year of his baptism.  There was his name, along with Dick White, a Christian mission co-worker and Bert Newman, a professor of theology at an African seminary.  Then he read the church report for his baptism year: “It has not been a good year for our church.  We have lost 27 members.  Three joined, and they were only children.”  [quoted in Help, I’m a Sunday School Teacher, by Ray Johnston]
We usually think of repentance, this return to God movement, in terms of our own private guilt, our personal sins, as Christians do in the season of Lent, before Easter.  But in the story of John the Baptist something more is being offered.  The word that means repent, in the ordinary sense of "being sorry, remorseful, or penitent" has an additional meaning in first century Judaism.  It also was associated with returning from exile.  The prophet Isaiah says, “Tell Judah her sins are forgiven, she has received double for all her sins.”  She can return to Israel, the promised land.  To repent is to turn around, to return, to follow 'the way of the Lord' that leads from exile back to the promised land, back to life with God.  [Marcus Borg, Jesus: Uncovering the Life, Teachings, and Relevance of a Religious Revolutionary]  
When we hear that meaning of the word in the story, it’s much more apparent why John was so popular.  John appeared in the wilderness, preaching baptism, calling people to repentance, to return to God, and people were hungry and thirsty for it.  Even though they lived in the land of Israel, they never really had returned to the life of promise.  They lived in occupied territory, under the thumb of the Roman Empire.  They were anxious and eager to experience a new day, long hoped for, and here was John telling them to get ready for it at last.  They flocked to the river, and received baptism as a sign of the forgiveness of sin and a seal for the promised return of God.  A radical act, because the fringe prophet John had no credentials and no business telling people their sins were forgiven.  The religious professionals, the established church, the temple in Jerusalem had the corner on that market.  It should have been their prerogative, their kind of work, but it wasn’t, and they didn’t.  The religious revolution, as it turned out, came through another person, Jesus Christ.

The meaning of our baptism, then, is deeper than it appears.  If we feel the waters around us, swirling and churning, if we do indeed feel the risk and danger, remembering our baptism we can also experience the waters of a new birth.  Repentance for sin?  Yes, and for more than our private, personal sins, but for the turnaround of a whole community in a back to God movement.  It’s the kind of repentance where we examine critically our investiture in and commitments to buildings, traditions, and cultural practices that may or may not be consistent with God's purposes for peace, justice, and healing in the world.  It’s the kind of repentance were we try on new ways of being church, looking for the way God is moving outside of the church.  It’s the kind of repentance that moves for a deeper, richer, center of living than anything we’ve tried before.  If you long for a new day, a renewal of life with God, if our own congregation is longing for the promise of new life, then I invite you to remember your baptism.
The font is not here this morning to symbolize that we are all washed up, but that we have been washed clean, for God’s renewal project, right here on Military Road.  That’s how it appears to me.

AMEN
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