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Rev. Cindy Worthington-Berry 
January 11, 2015 
This is My Beloved 
Mark 1:4-11 
 
Let us pray… 
 
A father was in church with his five year old daughter.  He sat in the front so his child 
could see everything going on.  During this particular service, the minister was baptizing a 
tiny baby. The little girl was watching closely, so she saw the minister talking and pouring 
water over the baby’s head.  With a puzzled look on her face, the little girl turned to her 
father and asked: "Daddy, why is the minister brainwashing that baby?" 

John the Baptist was washing people’s brains down by the Jordan River.  He was a 
Jewish prophet, a dime a dozen in those days.  Like other prophets, John traveled from 
one place to another to teach and heal and call for justice.  John was quite popular; he 
had a number of followers who traveled with him, and huge crowds would come out to 
hear him.  He wasn’t a warm-and-fuzzy preacher; he was much more about fire-and-
brimstone.  He would have pounded on the pulpit if he’d had a pulpit; instead he probably 
just shook his fists to the sky. 

Like many religious leaders of his time, John baptized his followers.  Not the forehead 
sprinkling we practice here; John would take people to a lake or a river and dunk them all 
the way in.  This baptism was a symbolic act of purification, “washing away” sin and 
emerging to a new life, like plunging a dirty cloth into a tub of water, scrubbing it around, 
and bringing it up clean.  That’s what John was doing when his cousin, Jesus, joined the 
crowd on the shore of the Jordan River...  Imagine if you’d been in the crowd.  It was a dry 
time in a desert land; you’d come to the Jordan to get water, but also because you’d 
heard of this wild preacher eating locust bugs, wearing a shirt made out of scratchy camel 
hair, and preaching against the powers-that-be.  So you come down to the river for a drink 
and a show…  And then John mesmerizes you.  It’s like he can see right through you, 
knows your very heart and soul.  He is full of threats and warnings that make you sweat, 
but he is equally full of promises and hope that make you want to reach out and touch 
him.  John’s got a sort of assembly line going, preaching and baptizing and preaching and 
baptizing.  He keeps talking about the water, the water he pushes people down into and 
then drags them back up from again.  He tells the stories of Genesis, when God’s Spirit 
moved over the waters to create all things; and the story of Noah, when the flood washed 
the land.  John reminds the crowd of the Exodus story, when God split the waters so the 
people could cross into freedom.  John doesn’t just baptize the people with the water from 
the Jordan; he baptizes them in the water of history, and the water of story.  But then John 
stops mid-sentence, he seems to be surprised by somebody in the crowd. 

John’s blaring voice drops to a whisper as he speaks to the newcomer, and he is much 
less dramatic as he lowers this man into the water.  Rising back up, the man, whose 
name is Jesus, stands in the water with his arms outstretched and his face uplifted.  You 
yourself are splashed by the water dripping off of Jesus, and the dust washes off your 
body as the dryness leaves your soul.  The wind picks up, feels like the fluttering of wings 
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against your face.  You hear singing, carried on the wind, a chorus of voices chanting 
words in a language you’ve never heard before.  And then suddenly the meaning is clear:  
“This is my beloved.” 

I’ve been to the Jordan River, a couple of times, once traveling with other seminary 
students and then again leading a tour of parishioners.  These days Christian pilgrims 
journey to the Middle East to be baptized in that same river where John baptized Jesus.  
It’s kind of surreal:  they’ve created a sort of “baptismal park”, with ramps and walkways to 
make it easier to get into and out of the river.  There are changing areas, and white 
baptismal garments for sale, along with plastic bottles in the shape of Jesus filled with 
river water.  Some pastors who’ve brought congregations to “The Holy Land” organize big 
baptismal renewals with their folks.  They all gather in the river and you can see the 
pastors relishing their turn at playing the role of John the Baptizer.  The commercialism of 
sacraments and spirituality is kind of a struggle for me, so on my trips to Israel / Palestine 
I’m equally fascinated and dismayed by this display.  But I was happy to climb down 
myself to catch some of the Jordan in an ordinary water bottle, and pick up a couple of 
stones too.  The stones were easier to get than the water, actually, for in contrast to what I 
expected, the Jordan is pretty shallow for much of the year. 

I did not, however, buy a white robe and renew by baptism in the Jordan.  I’ve never 
experienced what we call “immersion” baptism, when your whole body goes under water.  
My official, unremembered, baptism was drops of water on my forehead, and any 
baptismal affirmations since then have been similar.  I’ve never baptized somebody in that 
manner either, although I am totally game, so let me know if you want to find a watering 
hole we could use to reaffirm baptisms in the summer. 

No, I’ve only done sprinkling-type of baptisms.  And the majority of the baptisms I’ve 
celebrated have been for infants.  Plenty of toddlers, a few adolescents, a number of 
adults…  But mostly infants.  On the one hand it’s kind of too bad, because we don’t 
remember our infant baptisms.  And we are pretty passive participants, except for any 
squirming or crying; and we didn’t choose baptism.  That’s completely different from the 
baptism John offered and Jesus experienced; adults declaring they want to live in a 
particular way.   

But I’ve come to believe that this practice of baptizing infants is really significant.  As I 
discuss with parents, babies are pretty useless.  Sure, maybe they smile all cute.  But 
they don’t help around the house or bring in money to support themselves.  We spend all 
our time feeding and changing and soothing and caring for them, and they do not 
reciprocate.  They can’t write us a thank you note, most of them can’t even say “thank 
you” yet. 

And these useless, helpless, often smelly bundles of humanity receive baptism, or 
dedication, or christening.  Whatever the ceremony is called, the child is lifted up as a gift, 
parents and community promise nurture and guidance, and the presence of God in the 
child’s life is celebrated.  Like the voice from heaven that spoke at Jesus’ baptism, God 
says to the baby, “You are my beloved child.  In you I am well pleased.” 
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Lovely, isn’t it?  If only you could remember it, remember that feeling of everybody just 
adoring you, if you could recall what it looked like to have all those faces gazing at you 
lovingly, accepting you just as you are.  For those of you baptized as an infant, if you 
could only remember what your parents looked like when they made those promises, 
when there was no judgment or criticism from anyone in the room, just overflowing love.  
If only you could remember the voice that came down from heaven and whispered in your 
ear:  “You are my beloved child.”  Seems like a shame or a waste, that you can’t 
remember any of that. 

Here’s the thing.  Christian tradition says that every time I witness a baptism, it is a way of 
sort of reliving my own baptism.  That is a notion many cultures hold in common:  when 
one member of the community experiences something sacred – a baptism, a coming of 
age ritual, a purification ceremony – everyone who participates in or simply witnesses the 
event experiences the sacredness as well.  So when we baptize a baby here, we are, 
each of us, baptized as well.  Even those of us who were never baptized in the first place, 
we are baptized along with the baby in the fancy dress.  We are the ones being gazed at 
with love, and receiving promises of nurture.  We are the ones who haven’t done anything 
except get born, and yet we are given a roomful of blessings.  Before we have shown how 
good we are, how well behaved, how helpful, how we follow all the commandments and 
say our prayers.  Before we can earn it in any way, God shows up at our baptism and 
says, “You are my beloved child.  In you I am well pleased.” 

It’s kind of good it works that way.  You could just show up to church on any random 
Sunday and find yourself being baptized along with some baby you don’t even know.  It’s 
not a day you planned on getting baptized, you hadn’t decided you were finally ready, 
finally “worthy”.  You hadn’t spent all week being on your best behavior and studying your 
bible so you could “earn” your baptism.  Instead, it was a pretty crummy week.  You 
snapped at your family and missed a deadline at work and ate cookies on the couch 
rather than exercising.  You’d consider yourself the top candidate for “Least Likely to be 
Baptized”, you even show up for worship wearing the same clothes as yesterday.  And 
then some baby is having their special day; everybody dressed for the photographs, all 
smiles and sweetness making your own situation look even a bit more dingy.  You’re 
lurking in the shadows of the congregation, when the water in the little brass bowl is 
stirred.  And somehow, as the water moves from historical bowl to infant forehead, you 
get splashed.  The baptismal water falls on you as if you were the intended target, and 
even though it’s just a few drops, you feel drenched.  To the bone.  To the core.  To your 
soul.  And then the voice speaks, “You are my beloved.  With you I am well pleased.”  
That disbelieving mind of yours says to the voice, “Oh, you mean the baby.”  But the voice 
says “No, you.  You are my beloved.  With you I am well pleased.” 

You are my beloved, God says.  You are precious and holy and whole.  You, who are 
feeling so inadequate.  You, who are feeling so lost and alone.  You, who are trying to 
figure out what it all means.  You, who are just trying to keep all the plates in the air.  You, 
who are grieving and hurting.  You are my beloved, God says.  You are beautiful and 
delightful and part of me.  You are my beloved, says God. 

During our prayer time this morning, you are invited to renew your baptism like the 
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children and I did this morning – even if you were never baptized.  You can come forward 
or I’ll come to you, just raise your hand.  No pressure, no worries if this doesn’t call to you 
this morning.  Like when we’re baptizing a baby and the blessing rubs off on the rest of 
us, the blessing of this baptism will still find its way to you… 

But you don’t even need to be in church to catch that baptism.  When you stand in the 
shower, water pouring down.  When you wash your face before bed, scrubbing off the 
day’s frustrations.  When you are caught in the rain without an umbrella.  God doesn’t 
need there to be a baptism on the schedule to pour love down into your life.  Truthfully, 
God doesn’t even need there to be water around, but the water helps us remember.  So 
when you feel it on your forehead, your cheeks, your chin, hear again the voice:  You are 
my beloved child, with you I am well pleased.  You are my beloved child.  You are my 
beloved.  Amen. 


