BAPTISM OF OUR LORD
January 8, 2023
Fountain Lutheran Church

FIRST READING: Isaiah 42:1-9
PSALM: 29

SECOND READING: Acts 10:34-43
GOSPEL: Matthew 3:13-17
To all of you who are loved by God and called to be saints: Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ (Rom 1:7).

T.G.I.F.  Thank God It’s Friday.
People have been praying this “prayer” of thanksgiving for years, and the phrase has become so popular that it’s attached to a restaurant chain, T.G.I. Friday’s.
This phrase is based on the belief that people are happier on Friday than on any other day of the week.
People talk about their “Monday morning blues,” and they hum the tune “Rainy Days and Mondays.”  Mondays are supposed to bring you down.
But what if they don’t?
Recent research has shown that people are not much happier on Fridays than they are on Mondays.  In fact, our moods don’t change dramatically over the course of the week.  But we remember Fridays as happy days because of the meaning and emotions we attach to Fridays.
Friday is when the work week ends and we turn our attention from business to pleasure.  It’s when the door to the weekend is thrown wide open and we anticipate two whole days of relaxation and fun.
These are the meanings and emotions we attach to Friday.  And these meanings and emotions shape our memory of how we actually felt on a particular Friday.  In other words, we believe that Fridays are happy days, so we remember them as happy days.
Take a moment to think about this idea that meaning shapes memory.
When the late senator John McCain revisited North Vietnam in 2000, he had the opportunity to reflect back on the six years he spent there as a POW.  You might expect McCain to be bitter, but he wasn’t.  He said, “I put the Vietnam War behind me a long time ago.  I harbor no anger nor rancor.  I’m a better man for my experience, and I’m grateful for having the opportunity of serving.”
Here are a few more examples:  A bride says that her wedding day was the happiest day of her life.  In fact, it was incredibly stressful, but the meaning of getting married to the person she loves turns it into a happy memory.
A woman says that the birth of her first child was a joy.  Truth is, her labor was miserable, but the meaning of parenthood makes the memory a positive one.
An adult convert to Christianity says that his baptism was wonderful.  The reality is that it was wet, cold and uncomfortable, but the meaning of the sacrament makes it deeply moving to him.
In all of these examples, meaning shapes memory.  This can help us understand the significance of what happened to Jesus in the Jordan River.  The Sunday after Epiphany is the day the church celebrates the “Baptism of the Lord.”  Today is our opportunity to remember this event and reflect on its importance.  It’s a perfect example of how meaning shapes memory.
So what do we remember about that day?  John the baptizer appears in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.  People from Jerusalem and all Judea flock to him, and are baptized in the Jordan River, confessing their sins.  After years of living with a filthy buildup of sin and guilt, the people are relieved to be washed clean and made right with God.
What a great feeling!  You wouldn’t be surprised to hear people say, T.G.F.J. — Thank God for John.  Here’s John the Baptist, not so neat, not so clean, in fact, looking pretty wild, but he welcomes all the sinners who come to him.  Once John would’ve been called a “hippie.”  Today, my kids would say he’s “crunchy” or “granola.”  But God chooses this wild-looking guy to baptize his chosen people.  What a gift to the people looking on!  I can imagine them saying, “Hey, he’s one of us … look at what he’s doing ... maybe there’s hope for us.”
But then John switches gears and reveals that he’s not simply in the purification business.  He says, “The one who’s more powerful than I is coming after me … I have baptized you with water; but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.”
When we look at the actual events that occurred at the Jordan, we see a variety of emotions.  There’s gratitude for the gift of forgiveness; surprise and shock at the sight of John’s clothing and appearance.  Certainly there was some confusion about the identity of the powerful person who’s coming after John.  So the actual experience of John’s ministry was probably a jumble of emotions.
All of this changes when Jesus comes on the scene.  Matthew tells us that Jesus is baptized by John in the Jordan, and just as he is coming up out of the water, he sees the heavens part and the Holy Spirit descends on him like a dove.  A voice from heaven says, “This is my Son, the Beloved; with whom I am well pleased.”
The mix of feelings up to this point — gratitude, surprise, confusion — are suddenly pushed aside.  They’re replaced by a new emotion: joy.  Because Jesus was baptized, we can experience the joy that God revealed his Son and announced his love for him.  We don’t have to wonder about who Jesus is or what he came to do.  We know his true identity and purpose.
The very same is true for us, as we remember our own baptism.  In this sacrament, we’re connected to the body of Christ — that is, the universal community of Christians.  The apostle Paul writes, “Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?  If we have been united with him in a death like his, we will certainly be united with him in a resurrection like his” (Romans 6:3, 5).  In this sacrament, we become children of God, no less loved and accepted than Jesus himself.
Baptism enables us to die and rise with Jesus.  It makes us dead to sin and alive to God (Romans 6:11).  It gives us new and everlasting life, and a new identity as children of a loving Lord.  It’s an experience that shapes our memory forever.
However, we make a mistake if we believe that baptism is the beginning of a lifetime of perfect bliss; that we can just sit back and rest on our God-given laurals.  Think about what happens immediately after Jesus is baptized.  The Spirit immediately drives Jesus “out into the wilderness,” where he is tempted by Satan for 40 days.  Then his Galilean ministry begins, and Jesus comes face to face with a man with an unclean spirit, a woman with a fever, and a steady stream of people who are ill or possessed by demons.  So, there’s no rest for the freshly baptized.  We too are called to live out our baptism by serving God through our service to others.
The good news is, we can’t overdo our baptismal calling.  As Jesus told the woman at the well, anyone who receives this living water will never be thirsty again.

No matter how much we expend ourselves for the sake of the gospel and in the service of our neighbors, there will always be enough living water to go around and the blessings will never diminish.

When it comes to our baptism, it doesn’t matter if it happened in the Jordan River or in Fountain Lutheran Church.  It doesn’t matter if we were dunked or just sprinkled.  The Holy Spirit was present; we received the gifts of forgiveness and adoption into God’s family and the promise of eternal life.  It isn’t the circumstances that matter; it’s God in the circumstances.  It isn’t the words, it’s God speaking them.  The water is just ordinary water.  What makes it holy – what makes it permanent – is God’s presence.
The Dutch theologian Henri Nouwen wrote, “The truth, even though I cannot feel it right now, is that I am a chosen child of God, precious in God’s eyes, called the Beloved from all eternity and held safe in an everlasting embrace.”  A chosen child of God.  This is not just God’s promise to Jesus on his baptism day; it’s God’s promise to each one of us.  You are precious.  Loved.  Safe in an everlasting embrace.  May this be your memory of baptism.  Amen
Children’s sermon:  follow a star helium balloon to the places where Jesus is revealed to us:  the pulpit, the altar (Communion) the baptismal font, the middle of the congregation (among God’s people).
Homiletics, January 11, 2009, “The Memory of Baptism,” pp.19-24.
(GOSPEL                                                                           Matthew 3:13-17

P:  The Holy Gospel according to St Matthew, the third chapter.

C:  Glory to you, O Lord.

Before Jesus begins his ministry, he is baptized by John, touched by the Spirit, and identified publicly as God’s child.

13Then Jesus came from Galilee to John at the Jordan, to be baptized by him.  14John would have prevented him, saying, “I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?”  15But Jesus answered him, “Let it be so now; for it is proper for us in this way to fulfill all righteousness.”  Then he consented.  16And when Jesus had been baptized, just as he came up from the water, suddenly the heavens were opened to him and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and alighting on him.  17And a voice from heaven said, “This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.”

P:  The Gospel of Our Lord.

C:  Praise to you, O Christ.
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