
	   1	  

Remember and Give Thanks 
Genesis 1:1-5; Mark 1:1-11 

A Sermon by Rev. Bob Kells 
 
Most of us have had the experience of joining a group or organization.  

Maybe it was when we were children and we joined the Boy Scouts or Girl 

Scouts.  When we did, there was an initiation ceremony to welcome us into 

the scouts. 

Some of us served in the military.  When you join the armed forces of the 

United States, you take an oath of allegiance to “protect and defend the 

constitution of the United States.” 

There are other groups we join as we get older.  I recently joined the Lions 

Club here in Thurmont.  I did so because I like the charitable work they do 

to support good eye health, along with many other worthwhile fundraisers 

that help people.  When I joined the Lions, along with several other people, 

there were some words we said that signify our joining the Club.  I don’t 

remember what they were now, but the words and the ceremony were our 

initiation into the Lions Club. 

Joining the church has a ceremony that is similar, but different, than the 

examples I just mentioned.  The ceremony is called Baptism.  For the 

majority of us here this morning, we were baptized as infants and don’t 

remember anything about our baptism.  For others, maybe we were children 

or adults when we were baptized.  In that case, we’ll have some memory of 

the ceremony and the words we spoke. 

Baptism into the Church has great significance for Christians.  It is the 

public ceremony—a sacrament—that marks us as members of Christ’s 

Church.  Words are spoken—words that are fraught with meaning.  And to 

understand what those words are about, it’s best to begin with beginnings: 
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- In the beginning, with God creating the heavens and the earth.  God’s 
Spirit was there, moving over the waters.  And God spoke light into 
existence so that all would no longer be darkness.  This was the light 
of life.  And God pronounced it good. 

- In the beginning of Mark’s Gospel, another voice speaks: “Prepare the 
way of the Lord!”  It’s John the Baptist, at work in the wilderness of 
Judea.  He’s baptizing people coming out from Jerusalem and from 
the surrounding area.  These are people who realize they’ve strayed 
from God’s way, from God’s desires for their lives.  They need to turn 
their lives around—to repent—and devote themselves to God.  John is 
the one they come to. 

- John is not the type of person most of us would want to sit down to 
lunch with.  He stands out in a crowd, wears weird clothing, talks with 
a loud voice and says funny things like—“Repent!”  And then there’s 
his diet…locusts and wild honey.  I suspect most of us would say, 
“No thank you very much,” if John invited us out to lunch.  John 
would stand out in any place and time.  He’s an eccentric, a radical.  
But he is here in this story not because of his eccentricities, but 
because he tells us what time it is: it is the fullness of time, the time of 
the coming of God’s Messiah.  

- John is not the central figure of this story.  Even he tells people he’s 
not the one promised by God to bring freedom to God’s people.  “The 
one who is more powerful than I is coming after me,” he says, “I have 
baptized you with water; but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.” 

- Then Jesus arrives at the Jordan River.  Jesus, the one whose birth we 
celebrated with joyful songs and with candlelight not so long ago.  
Jesus, the “one more powerful,” comes to John to be baptized.   

And in this one moment, the heavens are torn open, and the Spirit descends 

on Jesus like a dove. 

There’s an odd juxtaposition, these two pictures: 

- The heavens, torn open, a phrase that sounds like a sudden, terrifying 
event.  The sky is ripped apart and for a moment, there is nothing 
separating heaven from Earth.  It’s like an answer to a prayer we 
heard at the start of Advent; Isaiah, the prophet, cries out: “God, if 



	   3	  

only you would tear open the heavens and come down, so that 
mountains would quake at your presence” (Isaiah 64:1).   

- Well, today is the day.  The heavens open up.  But when they are 
ripped open, the Holy Spirit descends, floating on the breeze, 
peacefully, gracefully, like a dove in flight.  I don’t know about you 
but a dove in flight isn’t likely to make the mountains tremble.  

I’m not sure why the contrast.   

It might be because when we think about God intervening in human affairs, 

we want images that impress, that suggest awe at the sheer power and might 

of the Holy One.  That was clearly what people in Jesus’ time expected and 

desired—a display of divine power that would leave Rome trembling in its 

sandals. 

I think this is what we want too when we think of the things in our world 

that need God-sized power to set them right. 

But God’s actions were not meant to meet our expectations. 

God chooses to work in ways that are mysterious, unexpected. 

So the Spirit descends, like a dove.   

And God spoke.   

Not the kind of words you’d expect with torn-open heavens—words of 

power and majesty, threatening and overpowering.  Instead, we hear words 

of love and of acceptance: “You are my Son, the beloved; with you I am 

well pleased.” 

- Here is the Spirit of God, the same spirit that brooded over the waters 
at the Creation. 

- The same Spirit that worked through Moses and spoke through the 
prophets, proclaiming the deliverance of God. 

- The same Spirit that lives in Jesus, a mark of his calling to be the 
Messiah. 

- The same Spirit that now lives in us, marking us as disciples of the 
living God. 
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The baptism of Jesus marked the beginning of his ministry to the world; so 

too, our baptism marks the beginning of our inclusion in the life of God. 

This is the significance of Jesus’ baptism for us:  That we are baptized into 

something.  When we are baptized, a change takes place in our lives.  That’s 

true whether we are baptized as infants and raised into a community of faith, 

or baptized as adults accepting the Christian faith on our own.  The point is: 

- We are no longer the same. 
- We belong to someone else. 
- We belong to God. 

In baptism, we are accepted by God.  That means God loves us, values us, 

treasures us as God’s very own. 

N. T. Wright is a scholar, teacher and former bishop of the Anglican Church.  

Of the baptism of Jesus he has this to say: 

“The whole Christian gospel could be summed up in this point: that 
when the living God looks at us, at every baptized and believing 
Christian, he says to us what he said to Jesus on that day.  He sees us, 
not as we are in ourselves, but as we are in Jesus Christ…God looks at 
us, and says, ‘You are my dear, dear child; I’m delighted with you.’”   

This is what I would like us to remember about our baptism this day. 

- That on the day we were baptized, the heavens were torn open, a 
curtain pulled back; and in that moment, there was nothing to separate 
heaven and earth. 

- That God’s Spirit descended and blew across the waters again in 
another creative act, the one that makes us one with God. 

- And God’s words, spoken to Jesus, were also communicated to us in 
the same loving Spirit: “YOU are my beloved child.  With YOU I am 
well pleased. 

This is the promise and the blessing of baptism:  

God loves you.  God accepts you.  God will never let you go. 
In the name of Jesus. 

Amen. 


