10 January 2021; Epiphany 1/ Baptism of Christ

Genesis 1: 1-5; Ps 29; Acts 19: 1-7

Mark 1: 4-11

Ashdon 9.30am
1. The moments we record

I’ve been looking through old photo albums recently. And it is amazing how unbalanced they are as a record of family life. For example, much of the ordinary everyday stuff – life at home, going to school or work – doesn’t get recorded. Yet some moments, like birthday parties or other get-togethers are there from all different angles! Our youngest daughter always complains that they are many fewer baby pictures of her – the third child – than of her sister, the first, and she is right. Perhaps by that time we were both too busy with 3 children! 

Not only are some moments better recorded than others, different people take shots of different things, even at the same event, capturing different aspects of what is going on, depending on the photographer’s own interests.

This is not dissimilar to what happens in the Bible with the word pictures of the life of Jesus. The fact is that we have only 4 people creating pictures for us: Matthew, Mark, Luke and John. And they all have slightly different interests. What’s more, like us, much of the everyday stuff is completely missing, whilst some special moments are duplicated. So we know virtually nothing about Jesus’s life as a child – just two incidents – but a lot more about his death. Actually, given the time when he lived, the lack of many methods of communication and the fact that it is now over 2000 years later, it is remarkable that we know as much as we do – and thanks to these 4 very different writers.

2. The Baptism of Christ – a pivotal moment

Now fortunately for us, the Baptism of Jesus, which we are thinking about today, was one of those pivotal moments that all 4 of them tell us about. However, there are some differences in their accounts, as you would expect. All are quite short. In John’s gospel, the baptism is referred to in reported speech – John is telling disciples about something that happened in the past tense. Matthew’s account is a different to the others in a number of ways.  One of these is that the voice from heaven speaks to all present: ‘this is my son…’ This is a public declaration. 

Yet today we have heard from Mark: his gospel and that of Luke have very similar pictures –probably based on the same source document. In their accounts, the voice from heaven speaks to Jesus himself – not to the crowd: ‘You are my son….’. It is a moment of affirmation. So today I want to focus upon this word of God to Jesus: ‘You are my son, the Beloved: with you I am well pleased.’
3.
The voice of the Lord: link with other readings?

I have to confess that I was somewhat bewildered to see that we had the reading from Genesis as our first reading today. What on earth is the link with our theme and the gospel reading? I found the clue in today’s Psalm: Psalm 29 This psalm – not one I was very familiar with – is all about the power of God’s voice, as one verse reads ‘The voice of the Lord is powerful’. And in the Genesis account of creation, it is the voice of God that creates the light. Now, as Jesus is baptised, God speaks again, to affirm his son, at this critical moment as Jesus is about to embark on his public ministry. And as God speaks, the Spirit descends in the form of a dove, empowering him for that ministry.
4.
Human and divine affirmation and empowerment
We all need affirmation. If we are fortunate, this comes from our parents, but we also need affirmation from our peers. This is especially apparent as a teenager – I watch my granddaughter who is 12 and realise that however much her parents tell her she is good and valued, it is the opinion of her friends that has now become crucial for her self esteem.  Nevertheless, that early sense of being valued is laid down much earlier, and underlies feelings of self worth. I spoke earlier about family photographs, and these can be seen as a mark of how much we mattered. When I am creating a calendar or collage of the grandchildren, I have to be very careful not to leave anyone out, or to include more of one daughter’s family than another’s!  Even as adults, our sense of self worth can be fragile.

Affirmation is very powerful, and some of us hear more human voices of affirmation than others. Yet we can all hear the voice of God affirming that we too are his children. For Jesus, this came at the time of his Baptism. It comes at our baptism too. When we think of Baptism, we often think of the promises we make – our part of the bargain, if you like. Yet the service also contains powerful words of affirmation from God, such as:
‘N,  today God has touched you with his love 

and given you a place among his people.
God promises to be with you

in joy and in sorrow,

to be your guide in life,

and to bring you safely to heaven.’

Many of us were too young at the time of our Baptism to hear these words of affirmation. Yet scripture is filled with times when the word of God tells his prophets and his people that they are precious to him, and that he loves them, even when they are wayward. In our final hymn, we will pray for the Holy Spirit of God to come and dwell in our hearts.
Robin Plumridge told me shortly after we arrived in Ashdon that he had valued the ministry of Michael Swindlehurst, and that Michael had told him that we needed to know only one thing: that God loves us. I think this is true, yet it can be hard to remember. With a virus bringing death, and with those deaths reduced to daily statistics on our TV screens, this simple message can be lost, and it can be hard to hear that powerful voice of God saying to each one of us: ‘You are my child, and I love you.’

These were the words that Jesus needed to hear at the start of his ministry, empowering him for the work that lay ahead. As we start this New Year, may we too be empowered for what lies ahead. And may our times of fellowship and worship, even when we cannot meet together, be part of helping us to feel his love and his affirmation.


Amen
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