Year B, Baptism of the Lord Sunday, Holy Spirit Baptism
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By Thomas L. and Laura C. Truby

Genesis 1:1-5, Acts 19:1-7, Mark 1:9-11
Holy Spirit Baptism!
Our week of darkness has doubled to become two.  We wait still and pray with only small signs of encouragement.  Every family goes through dark times and now it is our turn.  Aaron, our son, is still in the psych ward at Providence in Portland.  You have been solid in your support and prayers and we thank you.  For the second Sunday in a row we are challenged to interpret the biblical text in light of the unfolding events in our lives.
We decided some weeks ago to focus on the baptism of Jesus on this Sunday.  Ordinarily it would have been last Sunday.  The Gospel text that interests us only has three verses.  

“In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan.  And 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.  And a voice came from heaven, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.”
Why did Jesus choose to be baptized by John?  It doesn’t seem like he would need it.  John himself didn’t feel worthy but Jesus insisted.  Baptism is a vulnerable thing especially when it is done in a river.  In that form, you let another put you under the water and trust them to bring you up again before you drown.  It takes courage and you must face your fragility and fear of death.  And, in fact, baptism is a kind of dying and then rising again into a different reality.  When eighty-one year old Ernie Roley chose to be baptized I deeply respected his courage.  
Why did Jesus, God’s son, the one who had been there at creation when God’s wind swept over the face of the waters and separated light from darkness, choose to be baptized in the wilderness near where the Jordan River flows into the Dead Sea?  He wants us to know he has embraced our weakness and vulnerability.  He wants us to know that he is no different than us.  Jesus, at his baptism, joins us.  He put himself into our hands.  He becomes like us that we may become like him.
We are so afraid of weakness and vulnerability.  We try to avoid it.  I deal with it constantly.  Everywhere I turn—weakness, limitation and vulnerability-right in my face.  I hate it!  For example, I am talking to Aaron’s psychiatrist and trying to be articulate and impressive and I have to cough; the hair ball in my throat decides, now is the time!  

But it always surprises me when powerful things come out of weakness—transforming things I do not expect.  We have been amazed at how much Aaron’s weakness has released in people.  Many people have told us about their bi-polar son, husband, sister, father, mother or that they themselves are challenged by this disorder.  
The principle of a school in Michigan, friend of a friend we know in that state, has written Laura about her husband who is so depressed that he stands in one position not moving a muscle for fifteen minutes.  The medicines don’t seem to be working.  She doesn’t know what to do.  
My sister in Montana, married to a Baptist pastor, called me and we had this conversation about how human weakness unites us.  Ordinarily my sister and I find it difficult to converse because her way of looking at things and mine are so different that the range of safe topics is narrow.  Now she tells me that both of her husband’s churches have been praying for Aaron by name and fully disclosing his bi-polar diagnosis.  Mary said many people have begun talking about the mental illness in their own families as a result.  Somehow when we can talk about it, it feels less shameful and more like just another example of our human frailty.  Could it be that when we own up to our weakness the Holy Spirit can come into us and do its work?
A person here in Oregon wrote, 
“I read the Absolute Tenderness of God (our sermon of last week) and was touched to tears.  I have family with mental illness, bi-polar, hearing voices…I think Houdini could get out of anything, except mental illness. …When I read, “underneath the darkness I continue to believe God’s hand is somehow at work even when we can’t see it”, I knew these words to be with me also….We all work on things together and God works through us.”  

Can you see how God can use us even when we are weak and vulnerable and feeling like our life is worthless?  
All of our hearts have been opened to the challenge and suffering of mental illness and other human afflictions.  Those of us close to Aaron have had to lean on the community and God and in so doing we have been more deeply baptized into the Holy Spirit and the human condition of fragility, weakness and vulnerability.  

Isn’t it interesting that the Spirit descends like a dove?  A dove is a symbol of weakness, gentleness and peace.  A dove does not roar.  It coos.  It has no claws and nothing about it is fierce.  Could it be a symbol for the absolute tenderness of God, God’s powerful non-violence revealed in Jesus?  
We were touched by Nancy, my youngest sister’s response, to last week’s sermon.  She is a teacher in a Junior College in Nebraska and her daughter, Aaron’s cousin, has recently gone to Mozambique with the Peace Corp.   Nancy acutely feels our vulnerability because distance leaves her largely powerless to help her daughter.  A month ago three Peace Corp volunteers were killed in a tragic bus accident there.  She writes, 

“Thanks for the copy of your sermon.  I sometimes wonder how we would live our daily lives differently if we actually believed the total impact of God’s gift of his son.  I think we have no idea how to wrap our heads around the meaning of that gift.  Thanks for giving me some “meat” for my day and week.  I will actually try to live in his tenderness.  What a place!
We also continue to pray for Aaron at our table each meal and in our thoughts many times a day.  I have such a heart for a boy who has to deal with such a violent disease.”

That’s my little sister.  As long as we are talking about my sisters, let me share Sylvia’s response.  She is married to a Methodist pastor and they have a church in Omaha.   She writes,
We have asked our congregation and our prayer teams to pray for Aaron…This is the specific scripture that we are lifting up….Psalm 96:19 “In the multitude of my thoughts within me thy comforts delight my soul.” and Psalm 138:7 “Though I walk in the midst of trouble you preserve my life, you stretch out your hand against the anger of my enemies, with your right hand you save me.”  

Right now Aaron feels he has many enemies and his thoughts are racing and volatile.  Those are wonderfully appropriate verses.  As painful as our weakness feels to us, do you see how God can use it?

Our gospel text says, “And just as he was coming up out of the waters he saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit descending like a dove on him.”  The word translated “torn apart” is “schizo”.  The only other place Mark uses this word is in chapter 15:38 where “the curtain of the temple was torn in two, from top to bottom.”  
It is our heavens, characterized by our violent ways, that God tears aside and enters in the form of a dove that descends on Jesus.  Mark’s two places for using this word are when Jesus first breaks upon the scene and when he leaves it, Jesus’ entrance and exit.  The curtain was not torn from bottom to top, but from top to bottom.  God did it.  God took the initiative.  God invaded our weakness and vulnerability and transformed it.  He has given the Spirit to help direct our lives to where we are no longer so afraid of our weakness and vulnerability.  Life lived within the Holy Spirit is not about posturing and pretension.  It is relinquishing control and learning to trust in God’s powerful weakness. 
After Jesus connected to our humanity by insisting on John’s baptism, as he came up out of the water, a “voice came from heaven, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.”  Jesus bows himself to his fathers will, enters into the swirling waters of human vulnerability and rises from the depths to hear God’s powerful non-violent blessing.   Could it be that the baptism of the Holy Spirit is immersion in the grace of God’s gentleness; a growing participation in God’s powerful non-violence?  
One time Paul asked some disciples of John the Baptist if they had received the Holy Spirit.  “No,” they said, “they hadn’t even heard of it.”  When Paul laid his hands on them, they received the Holy Spirit and began speaking in tongues and prophesying.  I think that was the Spirit of God’s absolute tenderness, his powerful non-violence, revealed in Jesus.  That spirit is also coming upon us.  Amen.
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