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Based on Acts 8:14-17 and Luke 3:15-22

Today is the Sunday that we celebrate the baptism of Jesus, which is the second part of 

epiphany – the second revelation of who Jesus was.  The revelation was in the text we just read, 

where the spirit descended as a dove onto Jesus, and spoke words of recognition.

We have the font here today as a reminder.  Our traditions are slightly different - Jesus 

would have been baptized when he as an adult – likely near 30 years old, not as a child as is 

more common here.  And Jesus was baptized in the river Jordan, not in a small bowl.  And yet, 

the symbolism is the same.

Baptism.  Water is poured.  The spirit descends.  Someone gets wet.  Often, someone 

cries.  What could be simpler?  What could be more strange?

I love the baptism stories in the New Testament partly because the stories are so straight-

forward.  But in our modern world – and our modern church – it can be more diverse.  Here's a 

story from a web site called “babycenter.com”  I quote, “Our parents are elderly and live on both 

coasts, and it would be difficult for either set of grandparents to travel for our baby's baptism. 

Can we baptize her twice, once in each location?”  And the responses to that question displayed a 

huge spectrum of beliefs – theological, liturgical, cultural, and practical.

Here's another story, “Around the time I was born, my parents were going to a Lutheran 

church.  As such, I was baptized as an infant.” The author of this story then quotes Mark 16:16, 

“Anyone who believes and is baptized will be saved.”  The author then goes on to say that if you 

need to believe and be baptized to be saved, then he could not really have been baptized properly 

as a baby, because he could not possibly have believed anything at the time.

The story continues, “As such, I am considering being baptized again as an adult. After 

all, I can now say that I believe and that I have repented, but there is little or nothing in the Bible 
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about being baptized twice. Also, infant baptism doesn't seem to have become widespread until 

at least a century after Christ.  There are some who consider re-baptism to be completely 

ridiculous, along the same lines as re-marrying your spouse, if you realized you weren't truly in 

love when you got married, and have since fallen in love.”

For all it's simplicity, baptism can become very complicated when we consider the 

different options – do you have to submerge yourself in water, or is a sprinkle enough?  Should 

you be baptized as a child, or as an adult?  Can you be baptized more than once in your life?  

What does baptism represent anyhow?

According to the doctrine section of the basis of union of the United Church of Canada – 

Article 16 - “We acknowledge two sacraments, Baptism and the Lord’s Supper, which were 

instituted by Christ, to be of perpetual obligation as signs and seals of the covenant ratified in His 

precious blood, as a means of grace, by which, working in us, He doth not only quicken but also 

strengthen and comfort our faith in Him, and as ordinances through the observance of which His 

Church is to confess her Lord and be visibly distinguished from the rest of the world.”

If we strip away some of the older language, we find the concept that baptism is about 

becoming part of the global Christian community.

And yet, it's perhaps still a bit confusing.  On the one hand, we say that Jesus “instituted” 

baptism as the entry path into the Christian community.  It's a delightful thought.  On the other 

hand, of course we know that Jesus did not invent baptism, because that came from John the 

Baptizer.  And as far as we know, Jesus did not baptize anyone himself.  It seems odd that Jesus 

“instituted” a sacrament that he never offered to people himself.  Moreover, Jesus wasn't 

Christian at any point during his life.  So what does it really mean to say that Jesus instituted 

baptism as the entry path into the Christian community?

And yet, if we read baptism stories as found in Acts, I think that overall we will recognize 

that whatever baptism meant to the people then, our own understanding today is not so different.  

Baptism was a symbolic ritual that designated who was “in the club” - who was part of the body 

of the early Christian community.  And we need not be too surprised at the re-appropriation of 
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the ritual from an earlier Jewish ritual.  The early church borrowed, adopted, adapted, and used 

symbols from many different religions and cultures freely.  And for them – and for us -  when we 

use symbols and rituals repeatedly, they do take on deeper meaning.

But according to the calendar, today is not just a day to discuss baptism, it is also a day to 

discuss the baptism of Jesus.  And that raises some interesting questions.  According to the 

stories of John the Baptizer, John was preparing the way for Jesus.  John recognized in Jesus the 

great teacher, for whom John was not even fit to tie his sandals.  John had transformed his whole 

life into a ministry to announce the coming of Jesus, including dressing and eating like a wild 

person.  That vision was John's passion.  John had followed that vision and that mission for some 

time.

And yet, in Matthew's version of the baptism of Jesus we find these words:, “Then Jesus 

came from Galilee to John at the Jordan, to be baptized by him. John would have prevented 

Jesus, saying, ‘I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?’  But Jesus answered him, 

‘Let it be so now; for it is proper for us in this way to fulfill all righteousness.’ Then John 

consented.”  And so, after living into the vision of his ministry for years, when Jesus comes to 

John to be baptized, John resists.  John makes excuses.  John “explains” why he should not 

respond to the mission that his whole life has led up to.  In spite of all the anticipation and 

preparation, when the critical moment came, John felt inadequate for that very mission that he 

knew he was called to do.

Does that sound familiar?  Do we ever feel inadequate for the mission that we feel – or 

felt - called to do?  After all the planning and preparing, after research and consultation, when 

our path seems clear and we are all set to do our own mission - do we ever feel inadequate for 

the task?  Do we ever hide behind excuses and do not engage?

If so – I can promise that you are not alone.

We are not John the Baptizer.  But we do all have a mission – individually and as a 

congregation.  We need strength for that mission – we need the strength and support not only 

from the spirit, but also from each other.
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And so, I invite each of us to come forward now, and to remind each other of our own 

baptism.  Please come forward and let another person pour baptismal water on your hands, and 

then pour baptismal water on the next person's hands.

And as the water is poured out for you, and as you pour water out for others, remember 

your baptism.  Remember your own call to ministry and to mission.  Remember the ministry and 

the mission of this congregation.  And remember that we are all in this together.

Action – people pour water into each other's hands.

We are renewed.  We are refreshed.  We are children of God.  We have ourselves.  We 

have each other.  We have the divine spirit, all around us and within us.  We are free to do God's 

mission.

Amen.
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