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Sermon for Baptism of Our Lord—Year B 2020 
Promised to Be a Water-Washed Public Servant 

 
 
In Ann Patchett’s novel, The Patron Saint of Liars, 
a young woman decides after three years of marriage 
that her marrying was a mistake. 
And so Rose abandons her quiet, inoffensive husband 
as well as her life in Southern California. 
But . . . what is more, Rose is pregnant. 
She plots to give up the baby for adoption, 
never telling her husband. 
And to punish herself, 
Rose will also give up the mother she adores, 
the one person she really loves. 
 
Leaving without notice, she drives east to Kentucky 
and soon realizes that any new life will be a deception; 
she will, of necessity, have to be a liar for the rest of her life. 
Rose’s destination is the sanctuary,  
St. Elizabeth’s Home for Unwed Mothers in Habit, Kentucky. 
St. Elizabeth’s is a refuge . . . 
but also a place of liars and “leavers.”— 
since all of the girls who come there will leave 
and most will lie about where they’ve been and what has happened. 
Unlike het other young women, 
Rose is married but chooses to tell no one—so “lie by omission.” 
 
Rose plans to wait out her pregnancy, give over the baby for adoption, 
and then move on. 
But . . . St. Elizabeth’s keeps Rose for years. 
Rose ends up staying; she learns to cook for the girls who come and go 
and—despite her initial plans—she ends up raising her daughter Cecilia 
at St. Elizabeth’s where she becomes the darling of all the young women 
who will give their own babies up for adoption. 
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One day, when Cecilia is about 15 years old, she meets Lorraine— 
a young woman who has come to be interviewed by Mother Corinne- 
the nun in charge of the home. 
Cecilia decides to give some advice to Lorraine before her interview. 
She tells Lorraine to tell Mother Corrine the truth. 
Lorraine, in turn, asks Cecilia—“What did you tell her?” 
And Cecilia is speechless. 
She confesses later, “I sat there absolutely frozen. 
I felt like I had just been mistaken for some escaped mass murderer. 
I felt like I was going to be sick, 
but that would only have proved her assumption. 
No one had ever,  
ever mistaken me for one for one of them, 
not even as a joke. 
The lobby felt small and airless. 
I thought I was going to pass out,” Cecilia concluded. 
 
All because she had been mistaken for one of them— 
One of the weak people whose bad decisions had derailed their lives. 
In other words, Cecilia thought she was going to pass out 
because she had been mistaken for a “fallen woman”—a sinner— 
when she had done absolutely nothing wrong. 
 
Now, here’s the thing . . .  
it was not that Cecilia disliked the unwed mothers, the “fallen women,” 
the sinners. 
She had grown up with them. 
She was friendly and helpful and gave them good advice. 
She just, well, never dreamed or expected  
to be mistaken for one of them, 
because in her own mind, she was of another order of being. 
She was . . . innocent! 
 
Now an opposite kind of thing happened the day  
that Jesus showed up at the Jordan to be baptized by John. 
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The place was teeming with sinners— 
flawed, sorry, guilty human beings— 
all of whom hoped against hope that John the Baptist 
could somehow clean them up and turn their lives around. 
They had come to be cleaned. 
They knew they were not innocent. 
 
And then Jesus shows up and gets in line with them. 
No one knew anything about him yet. 
In Mark’s gospel, remember, there are no accounts of Jesus’ birth. 
His life—at least his public life—begins with his baptism. 
The crowds did not part when he appeared. 
He simply took his place in line and waited his turn. 
But later . . . after the heavens were torn apart 
and the voice from heaven made clear who he was . . . 
well, there was a lot of controversy. 
 
What was Jesus doing in that crowd of sinners— 
all those “fallen” people—looking and acting like “one of them”? 
What did he have to be sorry about? 
Why was God’s beloved Son submitting himself  
to a scruffy character like John? 
 
Matthew, Mark and Luke all tell us that Jesus comes to John 
and is baptized in the Jordan by him. 
He does not baptize himself 
as if such a washing were simply a human activity  
announcing his status or personal commitments. 
Jesus enters the waters of the Jordan,  
that ancient river filled with the memory of slavery and liberation, 
suffering and surprising release, 
food and drink in the desert, 
an eternal covenant, 
and the promise of a land flowing with God’s grace like milk and honey. 
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Jesus is washed in the great hope for God’s coming to a people who 
“dwell in darkness and the shadow of death. 
Jesus, the beloved, stands in solidarity with all the “fallen ones,” 
the sinners, who had come down to John at the water’s edge, 
all turned, as it were, 
toward the coming of God to God’s fallen, sinning and suffering people. 
 
Now, if Jesus had listened to his public relations people, 
he might have been more like what Cecilia aspire to be— 
a friend to the fallen, to the sinners; 
a kind and loving helper . . . 
but never mistaken for one of them. 
Jesus’ campaign managers, his handlers would certainly have never ever 
allowed him to be baptized. 
No doubt they would have advised him  
that he could have stood on the shore  
and offered words of encouragement to those going into the water. 
Perhaps he could even hold out his hand to those who struggled to get 
out of the river in their heavy wet clothes. 
But, no—his business managers would tell him— 
under no circumstances can you go into the water yourself. 
Well, not unless you want to tap John on the shoulder and say, 
“Hey—you go rest. I’ll take over for a while.” 
 
So . . . what was Jesus doing there? 
John’s preaching and invitation makes it clear that his baptism was 
a baptism of repentance, a baptism for sinners. 
Sinners who came to him to be washed in the waters of repentance 
to rise and go and sin no more. 
What need did Jesus have of a bath like that? 
After all . . . he was, according to every eyewitness, 
a man set apart by his sin-less-ness. 
He had nothing to repent of and nothing to be forgiven for. 
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How much more appropriate it would have been 
if he had walked up to John as I said before and 
told John—“Thank you for all your preparations, my cousin and friend. 
I’ll take over now.” 
 
But that is not what he did. 
In fact, there is not a single story in any of the gospels  
about Jesus baptizing anyone. 
His disciples baptized, 
the apostle Paul baptized, 
but Jesus did not. 
Why is that? 
Well it seems the beloved did not come to claim power over 
but to give it away. 
 
We hear about and talk a lot about God’s love for sinners, 
but—let’s take Cecilia’s advice and tell the truth— 
we sure do go to a lot of trouble not to be mistaken for one of them. 
And yet . . . Jesus, our Lord, our Messiah— 
did not seem to be too concerned about that. 
In him, God’s being with us included 
God’s being in the river with us, 
in the flesh with us, in the sorrow of repentance  
and the joy of new life with us. 
So what if he did not have any of his own sins to be sorry about? 
He sorrowed enough over ours. 
 
When we confess our sins— 
as we generally do at the beginning of our Sunday worship— 
we do not simply confess our own person sins. 
We confess to God about the sins of all humankind— 
All the things we, as a people—collectively— 
have done and failed to do, 
all the ways we have fled from the love of God 
because we are afraid to be seen, to be known, and changed. 
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When we celebrate the gift of new life through baptism, 
we, the church, do not do it simply for ourselves. 
The prayers and songs of praise we sing 
are also on behalf of all those  
who have discovered hope in the midst of despair, 
light in the midst of darkness, 
life in the midst of death. 
 
Nothing we do as a Christian is a private matter— 
something that is only between us and God. 
Like Jesus in the Jordan River, 
our baptism and living out our baptismal identity 
is something we do in union—in communion— 
with God and all of humankind. 
Our baptismal vows—which, even if you were not Confirmed, 
you have confirmed publicly as a congregation at least once  
if not twice each year that I have been your pastor— 
you and I, in those public Confirmations of our baptismal vows 
we have promised to 
proclaim Christ through word and deed, 
to care for others and the world God made, 
and to work for justice and peace. 
Now, of course, this certainly has a personal dimension, 
but there is nothing at all private about any of this. 
Jesus is baptized, marked by the Spirit  
and the creating voice of God 
for public life, for public ministry. 
And so are you and I. 
 
This washing in the river Jordan  
did not initiate Jesus into a private relationship with God, 
a human soul communing with the Divine. 
Rather, Jesus goes into the waters of the Jordan a carpenter 
and comes out the Messiah. 
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From the waters of the Jordan, Jesus emerges as a public servant 
and his life was lived openly in the presence of many . . . 
more to the point, his life was lived openly  
not to be served, but to serve . . . to be the servant of the servants. 
 
Yet, we still may ask, why was Jesus baptized? 
Why not an eloquent speech 
or a simple ordination to mark this great passage in his life? 
 
It is as big a mystery as the Christmas mystery of the incarnation. 
Why did he become human when he could have stayed . . . God? 
Why was he baptized with us 
when he could have stayed on the banks of the Jordan 
and supervised? 
Why does he come to us where we are, over and over again, 
when he could save himself the grief, the pain, the death, 
by insisting that we come to him where he is? 
 

It seems it is because love compels him . . . 
It is God’s love for us—wild mystery that it is— 
comes to claim us and lead us through the waters 
of life and death into life eternal. 
It has never been Jesus’ style to shout directions to us  
from safe place of his own. 
He has always led us from within our midst, 
joining us fallen ones, us sinners and saints in the water, 
to show us how it is done. 
 

Whether we were carried in our parents’ arms or arrived under our own 
steam, all of us who have been baptized, got into the river of life with 
Jesus and all of all his flawed kin. 
There is not a chance we will be mistaken for one of them. 
Because we are them, thanks be to God, as they are us— 
and we are all Christ’s own forever—water-washed public servants. 
This is not just God’s promise to us it is also our promise to God, the 
church and the world. 


