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First Presbyterian Church, LaGrange Texas 
12 January 2020 – Baptism of the Lord 
Matthew 3:13-17 

Wading Water 
 

This past Monday, we celebrated Epiphany. Joining with St James Church, we lingered for one final 
moment in front of the baby Jesus and the cast of characters who come to honor his birth. In the week 
that followed, we’ve packed away the Nativity Set and the garlands and the Chrismon tree, taken home 
the poinsettias, and settled into a new season—known as “Ordinary Time.” 

In the weeks to come, we will hear the story of Jesus from the gospel of Matthew. Today, we leap 
forward from the nativity to meet Jesus at age 30, at the beginning of his public ministry.  

In this, ALL the gospels agree. Jesus’ ministry begins in an encounter with Cousin John. 

Matthew and Mark and Luke share a common description of Elizabeth and Zechariah’s boy. He has 
grown into a wild, prophetic figure of a man. Camel’s hair clothing, leather belt, and that New Year’s 
resolution diet of locusts and honey.  

John has taken up residence in the wilderness area near the Jordan river and is preaching repentance, 
with baptism as its sign. People flock to him. They are hungry for the sense of connection to God that 
has somehow been lost to them, overshadowed by the power of Rome. 

John directs them back to the one who is truly “all mighty” reminding them that they belong to God and 
to each other. It’s that belonging, that solidarity, which will allow them to live as whole and holy people 
in the shadow of empire. 

John tells all the people, “I baptize you with water for repentance, but one who is more powerful than I  
is coming after me; I am not worthy to carry his sandals. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire” 
(Mt 3:11; NRSV).John continues his work and then—on an ordinary day that will become 
extraordinary—he looks up to see Jesus standing in front of him, asking to be baptized. 

John is a little shook up. Can’t you imagine his strangled whisper: What are you doing here? I need to be 
baptized by you—not the other way around! 

The greater should baptize the lesser—that is what propriety tells us. Yet, Jesus invites John into this 
moment, telling him that TOGETHER they will “carry out all that God requires” (Mt 3:15; NLT). 

This is an act of radical solidarity. The God/Human who is Jesus of Nazareth enters into the experience 
of God’s people. On this day, the one whose presence embodies divine reconciliation demonstrates to 
the people that he belongs among them, that he stands with them, that he will live and die alongside 
them.  

This act fulfills all righteousness. That’s what Jesus tells us. 
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Then, when he rises from the water, God opens the heavens and the Spirit alights and the voice booms, 
“This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased” (Mt 3:17; NRSV) 
 

We might join John in wondering what Jesus is up to, but I’m taking a clue from a favorite poem by 
Edgar Guest who writes, 

I'd rather see a sermon than hear one any day; 
I'd rather one should walk with me than merely tell the way.  
The eye's a better pupil and more willing than the ear,  
Fine counsel is confusing, but example's always clear;  
…And all travelers can witness that the best of guides today 
Is not the one who tells them, but the one who shows the way.1 

John may wonder what Jesus is up to, but I think Jesus is preaching—preaching a powerful word of 
humility and solidarity and reconciliation.  
 

This week, Presbyterian Outlook Editor Jill Duffield shared this:  
[This] reminds us not only of Jesus' identity, character and habits, but the identity and character 
and habits of those of us baptized in the name of the Triune God…  

What difference would it make if we peeled off all of the labels we affix on ourselves and others 
and remembered first and foremost that we belong to and are beloved by God? When we get 
right down to it, Jesus' baptism tells the story of God's relentless pursuit of us with goodness 
and mercy. Barriers between heaven and earth are breached. Holy and human merge. The 
Savior goes under just like the sinners and all are given the title: beloved child of God. 2 
 

What difference would that make? 
 

Kate and I had met weekly for more than a month. She was a fresh high-school graduate—a bright, yet 
complicated young woman who lived on with what the world calls “the Autism Spectrum” but Kate calls 
“real life.” She was drawn to the church by the music program. She stayed because of the people. Kate 
was struggling to have what her condition might have denied her, fellowship, friends, and a real 
connection with other people. 

One Sunday, after we had received new members, Kate found me to share most insistently that she 
wanted to become a member of the church. I had to know, she said, that we would be her first church 
family. 

There was just one catch. 

Kate hadn’t participated in the rites and coming of age rituals that are common experience for children 
and youth in the church. At nineteen, she had never been baptized, never been confirmed or made a 
profession of faith.  
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So there we were in Panera Bread drinking coffee and tea, talking about faith and discipleship. 

Kate was a dash-in-the-door, sit-at-the-back worshipper. She had escape routes marked and coping 
mechanisms in place just in case she became overwhelmed by the anxiety that went hand-in-hand with 
her autism.  

Her faith and her desire to become part of the church were never in question; but, the thought of 
standing in front of the whole church on a Sunday morning shut down our “next steps” conversation for 
several weeks. 

But Kate came back. 

In conversation with Kate’s informal church support network—we decided to ditch the phrases, “We’ve 
never…” and “We’ve always…” so that we might concentrate on what was important: empowering Kate 
to be and become a full member of the Church of Jesus Christ. 

The crowds of Sunday gave way to the informality and warmth of a small evening service that later on 
would gain the name “Living Water Wednesdays.” How appropriate! 

Surrounded by those who knew her best, Kate made answer to the questions of faith and membership, 
then she presented herself in worship for the final step. 

I remember asking the baptismal question, “Do you desire to be baptized?” As always, Kate was brutally 
honest. “Not particularly,” she said. 

I took a deep breath and tried again, “Kate, do you desire to become a member of this community and 
belong to Jesus as part of the Body of Christ?” 

“Yes,” she said, “that.” For “that” she was willing to endure the anxiety of baptism. 

Kate held my left hand in a death-grip, as I dipped the water with might right. We both teared up as the 
water rolled down her head—perhaps for different reasons. Then came the familiar words, “I baptize 
you in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.” 

I introduced Kate to the congregation as a new sister in Christ, using the words of 1 John 3: “See what 
love the Father has given us, that we should be called children of God; for that is what we are.” 
 

Jesus wades the waters of Jordan so that we might know what it looks like to show solidarity with 
others, to enter their experience, to welcome them into community. 

Jesus wades the waters of Jordan to demonstrate righteousness and justice. 

Jesus wades the waters of Jordan so that we might understand, “no one and no place and no 
circumstance [are] too far gone to be redeemed, reconciled and saved.”3 

Then Jesus extends a hand and invites us into the waters. 
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The L’Arche communities foster encounter and solidarity with persons having intellectual disabilities. 
Founder Jean Varnier shares the story of Pierre, a L’Arche community member. 

One day someone asked him, “Do you like praying?”  
Pierre answered, “Yes.”  
He was asked what he did when he prayed.  
Pierre answered, “I listen.”  
“And what does God say to you?” 
“He says, ‘You are my beloved son’.”4 

In baptism, Jesus invites us to wade in along with him; to embody humility, solidarity, and reconciliation. 
We are encouraged to enter the circumstances of others, to teach and to learn our collective identity as 
beloved children of God. 

May it be so. Amen. 
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