SERMON NOTES                                                                         January 9, 2011
Water Works
Don Lincoln
Matthew 3:1-2; 11-17
It was early summer of 1985; I had recently left a congregation in Charlotte, NC, to become associate pastor of the First Presbyterian Church in Roanoke, VA.  It was a Sunday morning, and the Sr. Pastor at First Roanoke was about to baptize my first-born child, Sarah Hope.  I did NOT baptize either of my children.  I wanted to be father at baptisms, not pastor.

Sarah Hope was 20 months old.  I should’ve known better.  The story why she was not baptized earlier at the church in Charlotte is too long to tell here.  Suffice it to say, there were reasons for holding off her baptism until I arrived at my new call, and it also seemed a great opportunity to engage the Roanoke congregation with their new pastor.  But – as I like to say – I experienced the “murder of a beautiful theory, by a gang of brutal facts.”  One fact, really.  My daughter was 20 months old.  

Psychodynamically, 20 months is a time in a child’s life when they are individuating – realizing they are an individual, not an extension of their mother or father.  They are testing their independence; but at the same time they get very anxious when they find themselves removed from the security of parents.  Little ones who previously went willingly into the outstretched arms of anyone willing to hold them suddenly became resistant to any stranger who reaches out for them.

Of course, you can guess, the Sr. Pastor in Roanoke was of the school of thought that as the pastor, you must ALWAYS take the child from the parents into your arms in order to perform the baptismal rite, regardless of how much they wiggle or protest.  

Pastor John reached for her.  Sarah Hope wiggled, struggled, flailed her arms, and arched her back.  So much so that she split open the back of her grandfather’s aged and tightly fitting baptismal gown from neck to tailbone.  

My colleague was not to be deterred.  He continued to take her from my arms.  Sarah Hope protested – vehemently!  Like most children at 20 months, she was verbal.  “NO!” she screamed.  “Don’t!!!  Put me down.  Put me down!”  I wanted to crawl under the communion table.

The coup de grace was that the worship service of the First Presbyterian church of Roanoke was always broadcast live on the radio.  We received several calls the next morning from homebound parishioners who wanted to know what had happened to that poor child.

One redeeming moment of the whole event was the young mother who came up to me after worship, all a-smile, and said, “O Pastor Lincoln, thank you so much!  My child was the last screaming baby to be baptized until today, but no one will remember her after today!”

Today’s text is about another baptism – one which also includes words of protest.  This time it is the BAPTIZER, not the BAPTIZEE who is reluctant.

John has been preaching a baptism of repentance by the Jordan River – preaching about One who will come with refining fire, and a winnowing fork.  And, who should appear, but Jesus – the ONE about whom John preaches; the One John proclaims is coming.  You can hear John thinking to himself, “You’re coming here?  For this?  Yes, I’m telling everyone You are coming.  But not here.  Not for this.  I should not be baptizing you.  You have authority over me, not I over you.”

John assumes he understands how things work better than Jesus.  John believes a baptizer is obviously superior to a baptizee, and he can’t have that.  John protests.

It’s the first of many instances to come.  Over and over, disciples protest when Jesus informs them He came as a servant; not a conquering king.

There’s another first in this text.  If I were still using an old red-letter version of the Bible – I would’ve noticed something.

In response to John’s protest, these are the VERY FIRST WORDS Jesus speaks in the Gospel of Matthew.  Jesus replies, “Let it be so now.”

I found these words reminiscent of Mary’s words to the angel at the announcement of her calling to bear Jesus, “Let it be done to me according to Your word.”  Foreshadowing Jesus’ tearful prayer in the garden on the eve of His crucifixion, “Not my will, but Thy will be done.”

The very first words of Jesus in Matthew – words of submission.  That’s worth pondering.  

Scholars have pondered – pondered for centuries why Jesus comes to be baptized.  John’s baptism was a baptism of repentance.  If Jesus was without sin, He does not need to repent, of course.

But that’s a limited view of repentance.  Repentance is more than apologizing for past misdeeds.  Repentance is literally a “turning around; a change of direction.”  And that does fit here.  Jesus is about to be commissioned; He is on the brink of the rest of His life which will be entirely focused on ministry – His role as the Saving One.  

He is renouncing all rights to His own way, and aligning Himself with His calling – to be the Savior of the very people for whom He was incarnated; the ones He was called to live among and for.  Not His will; but the will of the Father.  “Let it be so, now……….”

Never once until this sermon had I ever thought about the fact that Sarah Hope’s reluctance at baptism was entirely appropriate.  Not that my daughter was theologically astute at 20 months of age…but then again, perhaps instinctive responses express our theology better than anything.  On that day Sarah Hope modeled for me what is for all of us a lifetime of challenge; a tension we live with every single day.  “Don’t do this to me.  I want what I want.  I am in charge; not you.”  The heart of our theological predicament – if you want to call it original sin – is our desire to be God – our yearning to be in control – to be masters of our own destiny. 

As frequently as life tells us we’re going to get in way more messes if that were really the case, we still fight it, you and I, every single day.  

I’ll speak for myself.  It is a constant struggle; a great and awesome and frightening task.  How many times does God reach out for us, and it causes each and every one of us to wiggle, and flail, and cry out, and split open the proverbial seams of our personal life garments, and run for our life.  “NO – I don’t want to belong to You.  I want to be mine.”  “No – don’t.  Put me down!”  And God keeps after us.

One of my favorite Bill Cosby quotes is from some episode where he is dealing with his typically troublesome, resistant, protesting children, and he declares with all his fatherly force:  “Look, I brought you into this world; I can take you out of it!”  God longs for us to know; and acknowledge that God is God of all – including and especially us. 

But…….you know……..Sarah Hope had it right, “No don’t!”  Because it’s clear from Scripture, and I’ve seen it in my life and the lives of countless others through history.  If God gets hold of you, God’s going to mess with you.  And of all things, for some strange reason, this submission thing that Jesus models is catching.

Look at all of you here this morning.  It’s another cold Sunday.  What a great morning to be snuggled in bed; stay at home, have a cup of coffee; read the morning paper.  And look what you’re doing.  You’re in church.  And you could’ve saved some of that cash you put in the offering plate and used it to go to brunch – but you didn’t – you offered it for others.
That’s what God does when He’s got a hold of you.  Sarah Hope had it right – “No don’t.  Put me down!  Leave me alone!”

But this is the cool part.  God won’t leave us alone, won’t put us down, won’t let us go, because God doesn’t want to leave the world alone either.  God loves us AND the world.  What happens to us in the waters of baptism is that we’re not only transformed ourselves, but we’re transformed for a purpose.  I mean, how else is God going to feed the hungry; clothe the naked; visit the sick, or bring comfort after shootings and seek justice instead of violence, except through us?

In his last Christmas Eve sermon in 1967, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. identified the "giant triplets of racism, materialism, and militarism'' as interlocking realities that violate God's intention and wound the human family.  Against these three, he articulated a dream of racial equality, of poverty overcome, of people working and fed, of peace on earth.”1  That’s what happens when you’ve been in the water; when you realize you are not your own; you preach sermons like that.

A year ago there was an earthquake in Haiti.  A nurse from Westminster left within days of the earthquake not even sure where she was going to go, but left with cartons of medical supplies for Haiti.  That’s what happens, when you get in the water.

A retired dentist in this congregation has spent a whole lot of time flying back and forth to Honduras helping establishing a clinic in the hills of that country.  Of all things to do in retirement, you know?  It’s not the beach resort!  But that’s what happens when you get in the water.

A couple years ago, I was leaving church – after a full morning of worship and a meeting following the three services.  I was driving home at 2:00 in the afternoon; my cell phone rings; and I see it’s Sarah Hope.  She’s no longer 20 months – she was in her early 20’s at that time.

Now, you need to know, Sarah Hope is a pastors’ kid – and church hasn’t always been her favorite thing.  After all, my kids told me “Dad, we can listen to you yammer on every day – why do we need to go listen to you for 25 minutes on Sunday!”  But during college, unlike many kids, including her father, Sarah Hope actually got involved in a congregation outside of Boston where she was in college.

Anyway, she called, and she said to me, “Dad – guess what I did today?”

“I don’t know, what did you do Sarah Hope?”

“Well, the Associate Pastor from my church called and asked me to go with her, and I did.”

“What did you do,” I asked.

“We went and took communion to the homeless in Boston.  It was really cool.  And really holy…….”

I’m driving home with tears running down my face, remembering that little girl long ago, “No, don’t.  Put me down!”

Thanks be to God there’s a congregation in Boston that wants to practice following Jesus in the world where she can do that.

You see, that’s what happens to you when you get in the water.  That’s what happens – thanks be to God, for the sake of the world – when you get into the water.  Remember your baptism.  God shows us God’s love; changes our hearts; and then sends us with refreshing and cleansing hope and comfort.

There are probably some days when we’ll say “No, don’t – put me down, leave me alone!”

But for the sake of the world – thanks be to God – water WORKS.  Water WORKS!”  I invite you to touch the waters of baptism again.   For your sake, and the sake of the world.  
AMEN.

1. Mark Koenig, PCUSA Ministry at the United Nations; from the Mission Yearbook, January 16, 2011.
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