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I love, and am fascinated by, rivers and streams.  I happen to live in Washington, Missouri, 
and we have a great downtown area there that sits along the Missouri River. It has a 
riverfront park, wonderful restaurants, and, more importantly as far as my son is 
concerned, a great train station and a railroad track that stays fairly busy. Over my years in 
that area, I’ve spent a lot of time down there at the river just watching it flow on by and 
praying and pondering. When Keagan and I have time together, we too often make our way 
down there. Last week, during one of those lovely, warm, sunny days, Keagan and I went 
down to the river. That day, the river happened to be very, very high. It was clearly moving 
extraordinarily fast, and there was a swath where you could see the water swirling and 
looking chaotic. It looked fierce and dangerous; like it was chipping away at the man-made 
embankment it had managed to meet and flow over in some spots. On other days, it is 
lower and slower, more peaceful, but of course never entirely still. Other days it’s 
somewhere in between. The river, it seems, is always beginning again. What’s that old 
saying, ‘You never step in the same river twice.’ It is always moving. Water moves 
downstream as new water comes through, washing away some things, leaving other things 
on the banks, like chaff being separated from wheat, all the while changing the landscape 
over which it flows. How fitting then that baptism as it originally existed, as witnessed to in 
the text this morning, took place in a river. Baptism was, and is, a new beginning.  
     The person would step into the river, allowing the current to cleanse them, and they 
would emerge having repented from an old way of being, and dedicated to a new way of 
being. Specifically, to repent as John the Baptist beckoned people to, was to turn away from 
complicity with the old evil age and its values and behaviors and to turn toward the coming 
realm of God. When one was baptized, then, it was a physical act of such repentance and 
dedication to the living out of the values of the Realm of God.1 It was a new beginning.  
     John’s ministry, as we saw during Advent, was preparing the way. As he engaged in his 
ministry of prophecy, teaching, and baptism, that’s what he was doing; preparing and 
building a community of people anticipating the realm of God and dedicated to its values; a 
people leaving behind the old age and stepping into a new age, even doing so in a place that 
represented the border between an old age and a new. Additionally, he drew no 
distinctions between who or who could not participate in such a community, as he had 
even tax collectors and soldiers coming to him, which in and of itself was something new.2  
     Because of his actions and teachings regarding this new age, people began to think John 
was the Messiah. They were watching and waiting expectantly for the one who would step 
into the chaos of this age with them, and bring new peaceful waters, and John seemed to fit 
the description. John, however, tells them that he is not, but the Messiah is indeed coming 
and will baptize them with the Holy Spirit and fire. And then he does.  
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     Jesus, too, steps into the moving, chaotic waters just as everyone else and is baptized, 
rejecting the patterns of the old age, himself beginning anew, and through him the new age 
itself begins. From here Jesus will be driven by the Spirit into the wilderness to wrestle 
with his identity, and then his ministry will begin. As every other baptism, Jesus’ baptism 
was a new beginning; the start of a new journey with a new community that stepped into 
the stream of the Spirit together and now were following its flow where ever it would carry 
them, through chaos and calm alike. Barbara Brown Taylor reminds us that Jesus "took the 
plunge right along with the rest of us" and "never asks us to go anywhere he has not been 
first.”3  
     Indeed, we follow the footsteps of Christ into the river and are baptized. Some of us may 
literally still go into the river, or a pool of some sort, but most of us in this community were 
likely baptized over a font like that one at an age when we could make no claim of 
repentance or commit ourselves to a different way of being. The vows spoken at our 
baptisms were made by our parents, godparents, and congregation as they promised to 
raise us, educate us, and support us in the path of Christian discipleship. In our tradition, 
we make our own commitments to discipleship and Kingdom values in the Rite of 
Confirmation, which is an affirmation of our baptism, and initiation into the community of 
faith. It serves, essentially, as an extension of our baptism, and again is a ritual that marks a 
new beginning. We are old enough at the time of confirmation to make commitments and 
keep them; to think deeply about our faith and how God may be calling us to live our faith 
out in the world; to discern where God may be leading our lives, and to participate fully in 
the life of the congregation and wider church of Jesus Christ. With our confirmation we step 
into all of this, and begin a new journey. But, just like the baptism of the text, it is only a 
beginning. It is not the final step, but the first, if we are to take the discipleship we are 
called to seriously, and if we are to live into the covenant promises we make to God and one 
another.       
      But, my goodness, the journey of discipleship and doing all of those things that 
constitute the work of faith like study, thinking and reflecting on our faith and the world 
around us, participating in the life of the congregation, and participating in the mission of 
God; the wider, transformative movement of God in the world…well…it is hard, hard work. 
It is life-giving, but it can require a lot of our time, energy, talents, and money, at times 
when so many other things desire our time, energy, talents, and money. So how do we stay 
committed to our promises; committed to living out Kingdom values, the values of the new 
age, while turning away from the values and ways of the old age? How do we sustain our 
continual movement on this journey of faith? The text has something to say about that as 
well, I think. 
     In Luke’s telling of the baptism of Jesus, he says that it is after the people are baptized 
and after Jesus is baptized and is praying that the Spirit descends upon him, and a voice 
came from heaven saying, “You are my Son, the Beloved, with you I am well pleased.” It is 
while he is praying that all this happens. This too is a first, but while Jesus is only baptized 
once, he prays often. Ernest Hess writes, “For Luke, what is characteristic of Jesus will be 
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characteristic of the church…Just as Jesus was empowered for and guided in his ministry 
through prayer, so too are his followers down to this day.”4  
     We too are baptized once, but we pray continually. Through prayer and our spiritual 
practices, whatever that may mean for you, we stay connected to our Source that fills us, 
empowers us, guides us, and claims us. By the fire of the Spirit, the chaff we carry that 
hinders us from becoming the disciples we are called to be, and that hinders us from 
embracing the ways and values of the Kingdom, can be burned away. By the Spirit we are 
able to continue this journey, growing in our faith and understanding, or acknowledge our 
lack there of; we are empowered to do the work to which we are called, each of us in our 
own way and all of us together; we are guided along our way, and we are claimed; we have 
an identity as a part of the movement of God’s realm in this world, and we know we are 
embraced as beloved children of God. By the Spirit, the one that stepped into the chaos of a 
river to be baptized with so many so long ago, remains with us in the chaos and calm of the 
rivers of our lives. However it is that you feel connected to God, whatever that practice is, 
whether it’s prayer or something else, do it often and stay connected. Allow the Spirit to fall 
afresh on you, fill you, empower you, and claim you.            
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