
 
  
   

 I saw a video a few years ago of a church somewhere in Greece celebrating 
Baptism of the Lord Sunday. The priest was singing a hymn of some sort, and I think the 
congregation was supposed to be singing along, but none of them were. I suspect the 
reason was that the priest was spraying them with water. He had two bundles of flowers 
in each hand, and he was dunking the flowers into a deep bronze baptismal bowl, and 
bringing them out, slinging water in all directions. The congregation was standing around 
the altar, a large crowd, and he made sure every one of them was soaked multiple times.  
 
 Now I know some of you have been to the Montreat Worship and Music 
Conference and experienced a renewal of baptism service, where the worship leaders 
walk around with one little reed and sprinkle water around. You’re lucky to get a drop. 
Imagine that scene on steroids and you get an idea of what this Greek Orthodox service 
looked like.  
 
 Presbyterians generally don’t like getting wet. Baptists dunk, and Methodists pour; 
we sprinkle. Some of us have rebelled against this aversion by doing what you might call 
a heavy sprinkle, getting plenty of water on the head, enough so that it will roll down into 
the eyes, maybe get on the shoulders or douse the baptismal gown just enough so that you 
know – you know – something has happened here, something of some significance. You 
can’t go down into these waters and come out dry, or unmarked, or unscathed.  
 
 Look at the one who is out there baptizing in Mark’s gospel. I imagine that Greek 
Orthodox priest, with his long gray beard and wild look in his eyes as he slung water 
around was a fairly close resemblance, if you take away the robe and replaced it with 
camel’s hair and a leather belt, and altered his diet to include some locusts and wild 
honey. You must change the location as well.  
 
 John is not in a beautifully adorned sanctuary with a bronze baptismal bowl. The 
wilderness is his sanctuary; the Jordan River his baptismal bowl. The people who come 
out to him make a journey to get there, and what they are looking for is forgiveness, a 
change of heart, a change of life, a welcome, a community.  

Baptism: The Mark of God’s Welcome   
A Sermon Preached by Christopher A. Joiner 
First Presbyterian Church, Franklin, Tennessee 
July 12, 2020 
Ordinary 15, Year A 
Mark 1:1-13 



 John is most likely an Essene, a sect of Judaism in the first century that was 
distinct from the more well-known and established Pharisees and Sadducees, and less 
violent than the Zealots. The Dead Sea Scrolls found in 1946 in Qumran caves out in the 
wilderness were from the Essenes, and give us a window into that community. They 
advocated removing themselves from society as a form of religious protest, and setting up 
alternative communities far from the political and military arm of Rome and the Jewish 
religious establishment.  
 
 Entrance into their community was through baptism. So many who were coming 
out there were either curious about this strange man and his teachings, or they had 
already made the decision to step into the waters and walk a completely different path 
than the one they were on. 
 
 Sometimes you just have to get wet. Sometimes you must get out of the sanctuary 
and into the country, into the wilderness, to regain perspective, to hear the call, to lay 
whatever burdens you are carrying down at the riverside.  
 
 Jesus arrives at those waters, and he goes down into them. He joins us in our 
humanity. Jesus has come down fully to our level, amid our longing and grief, amid our 
brokenness and shame, in the midst of our violence and division, right into the 
uncertainty of the pandemic and the crisis of our time. And when he comes up from those 
waters, he forms a community of the Spirit around him. Not only is he called God’s 
beloved, but we are as well.  
 
 So, yes, baptism is the mark of God’s welcome. Let us pause log enough to drink in 
that grace. We are welcomed by God, claimed by God, sealed and held fast by God. That 
is the gift of baptism. And in baptism we belong to one another, we belong to the 
community of the baptized, we are with and for one another. Let us drink in that good 
news as well, that gospel. I hear it all the time. Someone spends time in the hospital and 
then comes home, and they marvel at the care the church extends in food and prayer and 
cards and calls. It’s so nice, they say. Well, yes, it is nice, but it is so much more. We 
belong to one another. When one part of the body hurts, all hurt with it, all stand in 
solidarity. More than nice, it is church. Every phone call that has gone out during this 
time of quarantine to people just to ask how you are doing – that’s not just a helpful 
social service, that’s the church living out the wonder and grace of baptismal belonging. 
 
 And as we are drinking in this welcoming grace, let us make sure we note what 
happens when Jesus comes up from the waters. The Spirit that had alighted on him drives 
him into the wilderness. In other gospels the Spirit “leads,” but not in Mark. The Spirit 



has an urgency here, compelling Jesus away from the comforting welcome at the Jordan 
to the place of wild beasts, where angels are for him in the land of the devil.  
 

As Rowan Williams says in the book we are reading this month, “Where might you 
expect to find the baptized? With Jesus. And where is Jesus? Look for the places of 
chaos, where people are at risk, where humanity is disordered and in need. From these 
waters, we follow Jesus as his beloved sons and daughters into the world, still wet with 
these waters, reminding us who we are. Baptism is not a conferred status, not a privilege, 
but a new level of solidarity with other people. 
 
 The last baptism we had in our sanctuary was Brent Crunk, back in March. You 
may remember it was early in the pandemic. The sanctuary was eerily empty, except for 
me, the iPhone, the family and Brent out in the narthex. At the appointed time they came 
in, and I said the words said so often with people in the pews, among the community of 
the baptized. Brent, you belong to God. Never have I been as aware that right out those 
doors for Brent and for all of us was a wilderness into which we were being driven, ready 
or not. But I also remembered the banner the Confirmation students use every year, a 
deep blue riven flowing out from the font toward the door, leading to the world. Brent, 
and all of us, do not go into that world alone. We are drenched in baptismal water. 
 

So don’t worry. I’m not going to sling any water on you this Sunday, tempting 
though it is. But I will invite you at some point this day, this week, especially at those 
moments when you may be prone to forgetting, to go to the sink, run a little water, touch 
it to your forehead – or if you’re inclined, douse yourself, and 
remember…remember…you are God’s beloved child, a disciple of Christ. Follow him. 
Amen. 
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