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“Dying and Rising with Christ”

My favorite baptism scene comes from the movie, “O Brother, Where Art Thou?”

a Coen brothers’ movie released in the year 2000. In this comedic parody, three outlaws

are on the run and here they stumble upon the ritual of baptism taking place in a lake in

the middle of the wilderness.  The scene is encased by the song, “Down to the River to

Pray” sung by Alison Krauss.  With a siren call, her voice sounds like a luring trance as

lines of people dressed in white robes make their way in an orderly fashion into the

water, where the minister routinely dunks each person. There are a hundred people in

these lines, all dressed in the same white robe. The scene is calm and structured, each

robed person waiting their turn, looking eyes forward, singing the song together, slowly

making their way to the minister.

Our three outlaw on-lookers who have happened upon this scene are curious, with

one, Delmar, particularly taken by the whole thing.  As the other two talk rather

casually, Delmar, eyes on the minister, has heard this siren call, runs toward the water,

cutting ahead of the line of participants, and is baptized. Delmar returns to his two

companions and proclaims:  “Well that's it boys, I been redeemed!  The preacher

warshed away all my sins and transgressions. It's the straight-and-narrow from here on

out and heaven everlasting's my reward!”  He goes on to admit to his friends that he did,
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in fact, rob a Piggly Wiggly even though he once denied it, and confesses, “Well I was

lyin' - and I'm proud to say that that sin's been warshed away too!  Neither God nor

man's got nothin' on me now! Come on in, boys, the water's fine!”

For those of you who know Coen brothers’ movies, they are often tongue-in-

cheek and this satire is no different.  But this baptism scene is endearing – a sinful man,

running away from the law, abruptly disrupts the orderly ritual and rejoices in his new

found freedom.  Baptism is a mysterious ritual, one of just two sacraments.  Baptism is

not something we fully understand, which is good proof that God is involved.

Theologians spend hours and days defining its relevance and parlaying it’s meaning, but

this simple scene in this popular movie sums it up pretty well, too.  A sinner running to

be redeemed, and the joy of newfound freedom that comes with forgiveness.

Today we celebrate the baptism of Jesus on our church calendar, which marks the

beginning of his public ministry.  Here in Mark, there is nothing before this baptism

except an introduction of the baptizer – John.  Nothing. For Mark – this is where it all

begins.  Not in a stable or with angels and Magi, but with just a brief introduction of

John and we’re off. This baptism marks Jesus for his mission and afterwards he hits the

ground running.

As we reflected upon last week, Jesus is not a break from the faith story of the

Jews, but a fulfillment of prophecy along with the unleashing of God’s grace and love

upon the whole world.  We can see why Jesus would join the other faithful to that

Jordan River on that day – he was a Jew, participating in this ritual.  I had the privilege
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of going to Israel last February and one of our stops was the purported site where John

baptized Jesus in the Jordan.  It’s still, today, out in the middle of the wilderness, and

the site is not very remarkable; a muddy river that most of us would consider a creek.

Following the rites of his time, Jesus is baptized by John, and God’s presence is

unleashed and unbound, the heavens tear apart – in a way that they won’t be put back

together:  God’s Messiah is on the loose, incarnate in the world. God’s voice

commissions him to go and spread the Good News:  “You are my son, the beloved, with

you I am well pleased.”

So where does that leave us?  What does baptism mean for us today?  There are

some big questions of our faith, and this is one of them.  We will spend our whole lives

answering this question, coming up with different answers as we change and grow, as

our understanding deepens, as God’s mystery continues to be revealed through this

sacrament. Books upon books have been written by theologians, sermon series

preached, lectures given.  Today I’d like us to focus on one aspect of this ritual – that

through baptism we are dying and rising with Christ.

Presbyterians most typically baptize infants, with a sprinkle of water to initiate

the child into the family of faith, acknowledging God’s grace and salvation, and the way

the Holy Spirit seals us as children of God.  Through baptism we are given an identity:

we are marked as God’s own forever. Through this ritual, we recognize God’s claim on

our lives.  We also baptize youth and adults, and will do so by immersion when such is

possible and desirable.
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This past summer while serving as the Parish Associate at East Falls Presbyterian

Church in Philadelphia, I went on their intergenerational mission trip to North Dakota to

work on a Native American Indian reservation.  While there, two youth were

particularly moved by their experience, and, having not yet been baptized, decided to

have their pastor, Rev. Katherine Rick-Miller, baptize them in the nearby lake at the end

of the trip.  Both teens opted for immersion, and the rest of us as the congregation stood

witness to their profession of faith and the ritual.  While not often emphasized or

obvious in infant baptism, the symbolic washing away of sins is hard to miss when one

is dunked – pushed down under the surface of the lake, and emerged having been rinsed

by the water. The death and new life is right there to see.

In baptism, we recognize that God’s salvation and grace has come to us in the

person of Jesus Christ, the Messiah, Emmanuel, God-with-Us.  In baptism, we die with

him, being pushed under the surface; and we rise with him, being washed clean from

our sin into new life.  All of our transgressions and mistakes, all of our sins and bad

decisions are dead – pushed under the water, and we emerge with grace and forgiveness,

marked by the Holy Spirit as God’s own, empowered to Go and be Christ’s faithful

disciples, no longer marked by our past debts, but marked instead by the Holy Spirit.

Our identity is no longer what we’ve done or said or not done; our identity is that we are

children of God, recipients of the Covenant, heirs of salvation, hemmed in and claimed

by God’s grace.
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Great theological language – I love it all, but what does this really mean for us

today – for you; for me…  When we come forward to receive the sign of the cross, to

“remember our baptism and be thankful”, to touch the water; our hands dripping wet –

how does this touch our lives?  There are many things that mark us.  As we live our

lives and progress through life, there are many things that mark us, and honestly, often

times these are not good marks.  We get scars on our bodies from fights we never

should have picked. We make mistakes that hurt other people and are marked by that

guilt.  We cheat on our spouses and are marked by the shame of infidelity.  We fall into

drugs and are marked by a criminal record. We lash out in violence and are marked as

an abuser. We lose our jobs and have the mark of unemployment permanently etched

into our resumes. There are things that mark us in life – real things, hard things that

won’t go away and keep us up at night.  Like a tattoo that will never go away, our sins

and mistakes have a way of marking us in a way that is permanent and can’t be undone.

The beauty of baptism is that we are washed free of these marks and instead are

marked by the Holy Spirit and claimed as Christ’s own forever.  Those old scars, the

marks of our past are no longer our identity.  They no longer have claim on our lives.  In

our rising with Christ, we emerge from the waters of baptism marked in a different way.

God has claim on our lives; our identity is as a child of God: forgiven, loved, and

renewed.

This is not to say that our past will not haunt us, because it will.  This is not to say

that holes in our resume won’t be a detriment, because they will be.  This is not to say
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that society will forgive a criminal record, because it won’t.  This is not to say that

people will trust you when you have broken trust, because they won’t. But within the

mystery and beauty of baptism is this truth:  God sets you free from your sins, free to

live a life, a new life, in Christ.  God marks us with a mark more powerful than our

earthly mistakes and claims us as his own. It is a mark that won’t wash off, that can’t be

undone, that overshadows the painful marks of our past.

So what to do with this mark of the Holy Spirit?  Forgiveness is a divine, holy,

powerful thing, and the experience of forgiveness is worth cherishing; the joy is worth

relishing.  But then, then, we need to rise with Christ, free from sin, boldly going forth

to live as his disciples.  There is a sense of purpose that accompanies baptism.  Just as

Jesus’ baptism marks for him the start of his public ministry and mission, there is a

responsibility in baptism for us, too.  While this grace and salvation from sin is ours to

soak in and receive, we, too, are charged to go and serve, to spread this Good News, to

serve the poor and uplift the lowly, to care for the least and lost among us, to be

emissaries of God’s peace, to reach out into the world’s shadows with light and life

given to us through Christ. It is a responsibility in our baptism to go and follow; to go

and serve. Claimed as God’s own, we go forth and serve, answering Christ’s call in our

lives to follow him.

Baptism is an important ritual – one that, as Presbyterians, gets approved by

session and is done decently and in order after meetings with the pastor and proper

records in session minutes.  Which is why that scene from “O Brother, Where Art
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Thou?” is so appealing to me.  An outlaw wanderer hears the siren call to repent and he

goes traipsing through the woods, jumping in line so he can be forgiven.  With all the

marks that try to claim us in this world, we are wise to understand his eagerness.  With

the things that try to make claim on our lives, we are wise to head to the water with

haste.  Let us remember our baptism and be thankful – that our sins are forgiven by

God’s overpowering mercy.  Let us remember our baptism and be thankful – that we are

dead to the mistakes of our past.  Let us remember our baptism and be thankful – that

the marks of our sin are not the marks that ultimately claim our lives.  Let us remember

our baptism and be thankful – that we rise in new life with Christ.  Let us remember our

baptism and be thankful – that the Holy Spirit has marked us forever.  Forever!  Let us

remember our baptism and be thankful – that we are called to serve Christ in our lives.

Let us remember our baptism and be thankful.  Let us remember our baptism and be

thankful.  Amen.


