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Year B Epiphany 1: The Baptism of Our Lord Jesus Christ 
 
1st Sunday after Epiphany 
The Baptism of Our Lord 
Year B 2021 
‘Into what then were you baptized?’ 
 
This week the world has felt a bit too big, too chaotic, too fear-filled. Our government, legally 
elected by the people, was brought to a standstill by domestic terrorists – people who supported 
a president seemingly intent on doing violence to his own people.  
 
As Christians, living our baptism publicly, we must bear witness to these events, and speak out. 
We must walk out the door, and walk steadfastly into a world marked by incredible need. We – 
you and I -- are called to bring Christ’s light into this darkness, hope into the chaos. There is a 
paralysis as we absorb the events, but we cannot look away.  Let us begin our response by 
re-focusing on our baptism, its meaning to us – and claim our vocation from the Spirit.  
 
Today, we celebrate the Baptism of our Lord and we renew our baptismal vows. Although we 
cannot sprinkle the congregation with water in our zoom format, we will say, ‘remember your 
baptism.’  The waters of baptism.  
 
We begin with the renunciation of evil and we renew our commitment to Jesus Christ.  We 
repeat the creedal statements of our faith. This is not an intellectual affirmation of a series of 
propositions about God.  It is a statement of the shape of baptismal living.  We believe, we 
trust in.  This is not ‘optional’.  
 
Then we renew the specific vows of our baptism.  With God’s help we will...Continue, 
persevere, proclaim, seek and serve, strive for justice.  Important words for our Christian lives, 
foundational and formative. 
 
Paul was in Ephesus, one of the great cities of the Roman Empire. He sought out people who 
manifested a desire for God. He found some twelve men, followers of Apollos, who claimed to 
have received baptism, and he asked what their baptism had involved. “Into what then were you 
baptized?” 
 
Into what were you baptized?  Do you remember your baptism?  If you are of my generation, 
you likely were baptized as an infant, and have no recollection of your baptism. Your parents’ 
decision.  Likely, you confirmed your baptism as a young adult.  Your decision.  
 
What does this mean, that you were baptized? Our theology of baptism is informed by our 
experience of witnessing baptisms and living in baptismal community.  Baptism is a decision to 
change, to be transformed. 
 
Is your baptism about receiving God’s unmerited grace and acceptance?  Conveying identity 
and being welcomed into the life of the Holy Trinity?  Does it nourish your faith, join you to 
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unlikely companions, bind you into one global community?  We spend a lifetime in eucharistic 
formation, and there is no single answer. It will always take more than one word, one image, one 
idea or one practice to describe the rich dimensions of our Christian existence.  
 
Our readings from Genesis and the gospel weave images together.. 
 
In the beginning when God created... This passage juxtaposed on Mark’s description of our 
Lord’s baptism reminds us that, for a Christian, the baptism of our Lord is itself a new kind of 
creation.   
 
A wind from God swept over the face of the waters, points us to the presence of the Holy Spirit, 
the breath or wind of God, at Jesus’ baptism.  
 
Let there be light... our Lord’s baptism brings a new source of light to our human experience. 
And God saw that the light was good. ‘You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.’ 
 
As the passage from Genesis is the first day of creation, so the baptism of Jesus is the first day of 
Jesus’ public ministry.  Both writings try to describe events beyond our capacity to understand 
– the creation itself, and the incarnation of God, God’s human flesh, stepping into the public 
arena.  We are invited to share the mystery, to experience the awe and the glory. 
 
Apollos was in Corinth. He was a gifted and energetic Jew from Alexandria, traveling across the 
Mediterranean world carrying the message of John the Baptist.  Apollos was versed in the 
Hebrew scriptures, and he knew something of Jesus, but the community he formed was not yet 
a conscious and intentional Christian community.  When Paul engages these followers of 
Apollos, he asks about their awareness of the Holy Spirit.  Apollos had not mentioned the Holy 
Spirit.  Paul asks, Into what then were you baptized?   Here is the bridge from John to Jesus: 
receiving the gifts of the Holy Spirit and Christian commitment. 
 
Many contemporary congregations are in something of the same situation as the community at 
Ephesus: they have a passing knowledge of the scriptures, the sacraments are celebrated, Jesus 
is a familiar figure in their (our?) worship.  But, what of the significance of Jesus as Lord and his 
claims upon those who follow him? Their commitment and intention? 
 
John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the 
forgiveness of sins.  John comes proclaiming.  Demanding attention and reaction. To say yes 
to his invitation is a significant decision, and a public act. Acknowledging the desire to repent of 
what one has said or done – or not done – and to do so publicly is serious step. 
 
Using water to welcome people into a community was an established practice in ancient 
Judaism, and a form of initiation in the mystery religions.    John the Baptizer offered 
something different.  He washed Palestinian Jews in the waters of the Jordan River, not as 
initiation or welcome, but as a means of marking people who looked with hope for the coming of 
God in the midst of the chaos in which they lived – economic, political, social disarray. It was a 
highly charged context: to worship one God (the God of Abraham, Moses, Jacob) was to 
question – if not outright deny -- the ultimate power of the Roman Emperor, who referred to 
himself as the Son of God and the Lord of Lords.   
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And yet, Mark says, “people from the whole Judean countryside and all the people of Jerusalem 
were going out to him, and were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins.’ 
 
The river Jordan held profound meaning for the Jews because at the river Jordan they 
commemorated the ancient passing through the Red Sea, their deliverance.  And so it became 
the site for a new deliverance, the place marked in history where Jesus was baptized by John.   
 
Jesus came to be baptized with others, in solidarity with other Jews. Jesus was washed in the 
great hope for God’s coming, yet he does not baptize himself.  The Spirit falls upon Jesus, 
empowering, anointing, marking him in public for public purpose.  The voice from heaven 
speaks words which recall the familiar passage from Isaiah 42:1: Here is my servant, whom I 
uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul delights; I have put my spirit upon him; he will bring forth 
justice to the nations.” 
 
Those who listened to John were likely intrigued by the obvious humility of the man. Not just his 
physical appearance – John was clearly not trying to build a personal empire, nor seeking praise 
for his ministry.  He saw himself as preparing for someone much more significant than himself.   
 
Humility is a pattern for Christian leadership of any kind – professional life or within the life of 
the church.   People are drawn to leaders who are genuinely committed to the task at hand, 
whether large or small, and to the lives of those with whom the task is being done. Prof. Amy-Jill 
Levine (who leads our current faith formation series), says humility is more than self-effacing, 
humility is giving up power.   
 
John does not proclaim himself.  Without a moment’s hesitation, John gave first place to this 
stranger who had just arrived.   
 
Jesus publicly accepted baptism on the terms John offered.  A self-revealing act, entering the 
waters scantily clothed, accepting the human condition. 
 
Some of us imagine faith or our religion as just one significant dimension of life. But our 
baptismal vows proclaim that all of life is one.  We commit to live out our life – all of it -- in the 
presence of God.  Our baptism proclaims that we are together and mutually dependent, that 
we will use our power to serve, to enliven and embolden the weak, the voiceless.   We 
proclaim ourselves to be ‘in service’ to the reign of God, which seeps into all dimensions and 
manner of life.  
 
Oscar Romero said, “the Christian faith does not separate us from the world but immerses us in 
it.” Ask yourselves, what issues or concerns merit the public voice or actions of Christians? 
 
In the 21st century, infant baptism, indeed baptism itself, is no longer a cultural norm. Our culture 
forms us into relationship marked not by humility but by competition and ego, claiming credit for 
having best or better ideas, or doing more.  If self-giving is present in one’s imagination, it 
seems to be increasingly viewed as occasional volunteerism, rather than a habit of the heart.   
 
We know that God loves all people, baptized or not.   
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To be baptized and to live into our baptismal promises is a decision to be transformed, to engage 
the Holy Spirit. 
   
Christ Church is more than a spiritual community of God’s people.  We are a baptismal 
community, we organize our communal life around the ministry of all the baptized. TCM or Total 
Common Ministry.    
 
Knowing that our Lord accepted the grace of baptism, how much more should we be aware of 
what our own baptism means for each of us?  
 
In the coming months, we will be talking about TCM at Christ Church – how we came to this 
model of ministry and moved away from the traditional priest-centric model.  We will ask 
ourselves how we will sustain TCM, or what it would mean to our faith community to retreat 
back to the traditional model.   We will ask ourselves,  
 

What is it that faith in Jesus Christ creates within our lives?  
 
  In what ways is our faith in the Holy Spirit of God a force that motivates our thinking and 

acting?  
 

In what ways is belief in Jesus as Lord a guiding light in our life together?    
 

How do we live in the tension of a culture where “I’ is at the center, and the Holy Spirit 
and our neighbor are pulling us outward to a missional life? 

 
Paraphrasing Martin Luther [Defense and Explanation of All the Articles] “we are not yet what 
we shall be, but we are growing toward it.” 
Today we are in a highly charged context.  Christians are on ‘both sides of the aisle”. For many 
Christianity seems to be merely a dimension and not the full commitment of their lives. 
 
When we renew our baptismal vows, as we will in just a moment, I pray that our commitment, 
will offer new hope and point the way forward. Amen 
 
The Rev. Diane Ramerman 
January 10, 2021 


