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Southern poet James Autry in a poem entitled simply, “Baptism,” puts it this way: 
 
 There's something about this, 
 about putting the people under the water 
 and raising them up 
 in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost, 
 something that makes the people cry, 
 that makes them want to want 
 everything to be all right, 
 that makes them want to leave this place 
 and be better, 
 to immerse themselves in their lives 
 and somehow be washed clean 
 of all the things they think  
 they should not have done 
 and should not still want to do. 
 That's it. 
 Not the other stuff, 
 the star in the east, 
 the treasures in heaven, 
 or any of the old stories. 
 Not even life after death. 
 It is only to be new again. 
 
And that's “the beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God,” as Mark says. 
That's where Mark's gospel really begins, right there in that wanting to be new again, right 
there in wanting life to finally be right. That's the historical situation into which John the 
baptizer comes, out in the desert wilderness; where God gives new starts, to Abraham, to a 
group of Hebrew slaves escaped from Egypt. And maybe it's still the historical situation. 
 
But, that's why all the people from the Judean countryside and from Jerusalem were going out 
to John. They were waiting for life to begin. Because, it seemed to them that they were and had 
been, living in death, in exile for too long. It seemed to them that things had been wrong for too 
long, and they as a people were hoping that things could be right for them. They were hoping 
for freedom from Roman rule and exploitation. They were hoping to be able to feel good about 
themselves as a nation, as a people again. And John with his call to get ready for a new thing 
God is doing, and symbolizing that readiness with baptism, was offering them that hope. God 
was going to make things right, and life, real life like it was supposed to be, would begin again.  
 
So, they went out to him. They went out in hope because they were waiting for life to begin.  
We all know, just as James Autry did, just exactly how that feels. From problems in our home 
life, to dealing with sickness and disease, to what we have done and continue to do to God's 
creation, and what all that means in terms of how the poor suffer, and in terms of war and 
greed. We wait for life, real life as God intends it, to begin. We wait, sometimes in despair, but 
if we are here I think it's because we still hope and want to hope that things can be “right,” and 
that we can be part of God's purposes to make them right. 
 
Lawrence Ferlinghetti, in one stanza of his poem, “I Am Waiting,” wrote:  
 
 



I am waiting for my number to be called 
 and I am waiting 
 for the Salvation Army to take over 
 and I am waiting 
 for the meek to be blessed 
 and inherit the earth 
 without taxes 
 and I am waiting 
 for forests and animals 
 to reclaim the earth as theirs 
 and I am waiting 
 for a way to be devised 
 to destroy all nationalisms 
 without killing anybody 
 and I am waiting  
 for linnets and planets to fall like rain 
 and I am waiting for lovers and weepers 
 to lie down together again 
 in a new rebirth of wonder 
 

A rebirth of wonder. That might be a good way of putting it.Wonder at the beauty of creation; 
wonder at the beauty and dignity of each person, no matter what. Wonder at how we're 
sustained, night and day, despite everything showered by grace and beauty, surrounded by love. 
 
That is being alive to God, isn't it? But how do we get there? How do we live alive to God? 
Jesus recognized such  “living in wonder” as part and parcel of God's on-going work of 
creation and called it the Kingdom and set about teaching and living even now in it. So, like 
those people from the Judean countryside, we too are waiting for that true life to begin. And so 
you see, Jesus, recognizing and identifying with and participating in that same longing, comes 
to be baptized And says, Mark, “just as he was coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens 
torn apart and the Spirit descending like a dove on him.” 
 
It's interesting, Mark says that Jesus saw that, not everyone else. I think Jesus experiences the 
banks of the Jordan right then, as what the ancient Celts referred to as a “thin place,” a place 
where the veil between the light reflecting off the river and the light of the face of God 
becomes gossamer thin, and they become one and the same light. And going along with that, 
Jesus hears a voice from heaven saying, “you are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well 
pleased.” 
 
The ancient Scottish theologian, Eriugena said that “Christ wears 'two shoes' in the world: 
Scripture and nature. Both are necessary to understand the Lord.” Cotton Mather, commenting 
on that insight said simply, “God having taught us first of all by his works, did it afterwards, by 
his Words.” But, you have them both here in this story, don't you? You have creation, at that 
moment that he comes up out of the water, as a “thin place,” a dove which seems the very spirit 
of God, descending, and you have the words “you are my beloved son.” Both are saying the 
same thing, aren't they? They are saying: know yourself as a cherished part of creation. Isn't 
that the key thing for living alive to God, for living a life of wonder? I mean, even Jesus would 
immediately have that insight tested. 
 
Driven into the wilderness, he would feel himself threatened, by wild beasts, by hunger, by all 
of life's threats, and he would be tempted to think that indeed he was not a cherished part of 
creation, that instead he should try to seize control of his surroundings, of his life, to try to 
make himself somehow above creation. But, we know from the more expanded versions of 
Jesus' temptation in Matthew and Luke's gospels that he held to relying on God's word  to him 



as sufficient. I think that means he held to relying on this word spoken to him at his baptism,  
“you are my beloved son.” That's what is sufficent. Knowing yourself as a cherished part of 
creation. 
 
Friends, that's the meaning of our baptism. It symbolizes the real state of things, that it's 
possible for everyone to know themselves as cherished, because they are. And that's how it's 
possible, even now to live a life of wonder. That's how we can be part of God's work of truly 
making things right. It's how life can begin again and again and again. See, baptism, just like 
creation and salvation, is not a once for all kind of thing. It's an on-going process. That's why 
we renew our baptismal vows, as we will today. It's why we are told to “remember our baptism 
and be thankful,” every time we baptize someone else. 
 
I'm reminded of that great scene in the movie Tender Mercies. Robert Duvall plays Mac, a 
down-on-his-luck country singer/songwriter who battles the bottle. He fights back with the help 
of a young widow, who offers him room and board at her roadside Texas motel in exchange for 
handyman help around the place. Grace finds a toehold in Mac's life, and eventually both Mac 
and the widow's young boy, Sonny, make the decision to be baptized. Driving home after the 
baptism, Sonny says to Mac, “Well we done it Mac, we was baptized.” Peering into the 
rearview mirror, Sonny studies himself for a moment. “Everybody said I'd feel like a changed 
person. Do you feel like a changed person?” “Not yet,” replies Mac. “You don't look any 
different, Mac.” “Do you think I look different?” “Not yet,” answers Mac.  
 
You see, it's an on-going thing, and an insight about God and God's on-going work of love in 
us that we need to keep remembering. We were made for lives of wonder. Remember your 
baptism and be thankful. 
 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


