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Sermon, Baptism of Our Lord, January 10, 2021, Jane A. Beebe 
 
‘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.”’ (Mark 1:9-11)  
 
 
 This morning we leave the narrative world of Luke where we heard the 

stories of Jesus’ birth, and even one story about Jesus’ growing-up years. Mark 

begins his Gospel with Jesus already involved in his adult ministry. The story of 

Jesus’ baptism is told in chapter one. The descent of the dove of the Holy Spirit 

appears in all four Gospels. Mark gives it special prominence by placing this event 

first. 

When I was a young child, kindergarten age I think, we had a pet parakeet. 

Apparently it had been given as a gift to me when I was a toddler. (My parents 

weren’t sure about the suitability of such a present). I do remember that my father 

loved that bird. My father was something of an “animal magnet.” Dogs, cats, and 

other animals seemed to love my dad—and he loved them back. He even had a 

special whistle for the bird. It would bend its head to one side, seemingly knowing 

that my father was trying to talk to him. We named the bird “Tweet Tweet” in a 

nod to the Looney Tunes canary, Tweety. He was a beautiful turquoise color.  

Tweet Tweet was allowed out of his cage sometimes to fly around, and he 

would even sit on our fingers. I remember when I was old enough to allow him to 
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sit on my hand. His feet would cling gently around my finger. There is something 

lovely about having a bird rest on you. I was aware of its rapid heartbeat, warmth, 

and the softness of its feathers. While fragile in some ways, its ability to fly was 

fascinating to witness. When the dove descended through the rent clouds and 

alighted on Jesus, I wonder what that felt like to him?  

With its tangible, visible manifestation of the Holy Spirit, this scene is an 

extraordinary depiction of Jesus’ true nature as fully human and fully divine. Jesus 

has stepped into the water with us, bringing us back to the beginning days of the 

Creation when God breathed on the waters. Jesus becomes simultaneously a 

human being willing to align himself with our need for God’s presence, and a 

conduit for the ever-flowing grace that assures us of God’s love for us. In our 

baptisms a new doorway is created through which the Holy Spirit can bring us new 

life. There is that beautiful prayer in our prayer book that petitions for this grace: 

“Send down… the healthful Spirit of thy grace; and, that [we] may truly please 

thee, pour upon them the continual dew of thy blessing.” (BCP, p. 817) George 

Herbert echoes this in a deeply-felt poem about grace that has this verse: 

The dew doth ev’ry morning fall; 
And shall the dew out-strip thy Dove? 
The dew, for which grasse cannot call, 
                                       Drop from above.” 
 
 The descent of the dove would be extraordinary enough to witness. Yet in 

addition we also hear God’s voice affirming that Jesus is his Son, the Beloved. 
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Throughout his ministry Jesus is to model this close, loving relationship with God. 

Not only that, but all three Persons of the Trinity are revealed in this story. The 

power of the Trinity is revealed to be mutual love, indwelling love, and with the 

freedom of movement to come to us and transform us. It is a mutual love that 

embraces us. We are enveloped in the presence of the Trinity. Thus the Trinity 

becomes, not a dry, mind-bending theological construct, but the source of God’s 

love and salvation. Jesus’ “belovedness” invites us into a relationship with God we 

can understand in human terms: the relationship of loving parent and child. This is 

the gift of baptism. It does not come to us once; it is continually available. 

 Rowan Williams says, “Those who are baptized have disappeared under 

the surface of Christ’s love and reappeared as different people. The waters close 

over their heads, and then, like the old world rising out of watery chaos in the first 

chapter of the Bible, out comes a new world. So when the church baptizes people, 

it says what it is and what sort of life its people live… We see what the church 

really is, a community in which people are constantly being brought into new life 

by being given a new relationship with God and each other.”1 

 At the beginning of the liturgy for the Holy Eucharist we pray this prayer: 

Almighty God, to you all hearts are open, all desires known,  
and from you no secrets are hid: Cleanse the thoughts of our  
hearts by the inspiration of your Holy Spirit, that we may  

 
1 Williams, “In God’s Company: What Is the Church?,” 25. 
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perfectly love you, and worthily magnify your holy Name;  
through Christ our Lord. Amen. (BCP, p. 355) 
 
Throughout this week the words of this prayer have stayed with me. It is a prayer 

that is so familiar to most of us that we can recite it from memory. Coming as it 

does at the very beginning of the service, before the collect and the reading of 

Scripture, we may not have time to absorb its significance. I know I had not 

thought before of how powerful this prayer is.  

The beginning of the prayer reminds us that it is God who always acts first 

to come near us in prayer. God knows what is in our hearts and what we need 

before we ask. We can be reassured by this and not afraid. In the prayer we then 

ask God to cleanse “the thoughts of our hearts…” I love the use of the word 

‘inspiration’ here. Inspiration is something that can lift us out of ourselves, give us 

renewed hope, and a sense of direction. Yet it is also literally a breathing in of the 

spirit. Our ability to love God is restored once again. 

The waters of baptism are a source of grace, yet can also be daunting. 

Maybe some of you, like I, have been in the place of the psalmist who prays: 

“Save me, O God, 
    for the waters have come up to my neck. 
2 I sink in deep mire, 
    where there is no foothold; 
I have come into deep water, 
    and the flood sweeps over me… 
13 But as for me, my prayer is to you, O LORD. 
    At an acceptable time, O God, 
    in the abundance of your steadfast love, answer me. 



 1

With your faithful help 14 rescue me 
    from sinking in the mire… (Psalm 69:1-3, 13-14) 
 
We have a God who has stepped into the water with us, who has also prayed the 

psalms in lament, who is truly Emmanuel: God with us. Jesus is the Beloved—as 

are we. Nothing can separate us from that love. 

 
 

 
  

 
 
 
 
 


