11th January 2009

Mark 1.4-11; Acts 19.1-7

There is a saying that there are three signs of growing old. The first is going grey, the second is losing your train of thought in mid sentence, and the third is… er…. I’ve forgotten what I was going to say!
If that saying is correct then Joan is still in the prime of life because I can’t think of many 90 year olds who are still as sharp as this lady.

I hope you don’t mind us teasing you about your age. Hopefully you won’t get the comment that an old man once got from a little girl when she asked him ‘where you in the ark?’

‘Goodness no’ he replied with a laugh. There was a slight pause and then the little girl said. ‘then, why didn’t you drown?’

Today we salute you, Joan Kingham, for 90 years well lived and we are grateful to God that He has used those defining moments in your life to bring you closer to him and to us.

All adults can recall defining moments they have experienced – events that changed the future direction of their lives – such as: friendships, marriage and family, accidents or illness, vocational choices, significant gifts. In the life of faith you may recall defining moments when faith became real, when church made sense; or conversely times when faith was lost or under strain, or you dropped out of church. We all have our defining moments.

In the defining moment of his baptism there is a new beginning for Jesus and for all who would follow him in the days and years to come. As we consider this defining moment in Jesus life it may help us to understand our own defining moments. Four things I want to say:
The first is that Defining moments usually come in a context. Maybe it’s a crisis, or a challenge, or a threshold which may offer change of some sort. Defining moments usually are set in a context. There is stuff going on around you and in your life that will make this a pivotal moment.

Revolt and revolution was in the air when John the Baptiser was doing his public ministry by the banks of the river Jordan. Rome had ruled Palestine for a hundred years by fear and oppression. Devout Jews longed for a new word form God. Many expected that a movement would begin through which God would renew the age old covenant bringing Israel out of this present slavery into a new freedom. 

So John sets up shop on the banks of the Jordan the place where the Israelites first entered the Promised Land after they escaped from Egypt under Moses. Context and place was everything – he is inviting the Jews to 'Look back. Remember who brought us here and why; who gave us this land in the first place. Now turn round and look forward. Be prepared to re-enter the land God gave us; to make a fresh start.'
Why did John call people into the desert at the other end of the country from Jerusalem? Surely it would have made more sense if he'd gone into the city. That's where all the people were, where the tension and conflict between Zealots (the 'terrorists' or 'freedom fighters' of the day) and the Roman occupying forces was most acute. Perhaps the answer is that John knew that he needed to get people out of the city, away from the place of controversy, to help them break out of their mindsets and to give them some chance of seeing clearly the things that make for peace. The desert, away from the familiar landmarks, was a good place to do that.

And why did John set up shop at the Jordan? Could it be that he wanted to take people back to the place where God's people first entered the Promised Land? Perhaps he was saying, 'Look back. Remember who brought us here and why; who gave us this land in the first place. Now turn round and look forward. Be prepared to re-enter the land God gave us; to make a fresh start.' Perhaps it's also worth remembering that the first time the Israelites crossed the Jordan, the waters conveniently parted (Joshua 3.14-17). The second time, with John the Baptist, they have to go through the waters: a symbolic act of repentance. 

The story of the first entry into the Promised Land is a story of holy war and ethnic cleansing – in the name of God! (See, for example, Joshua 6.15-21). The story of the second entry is one of holy peace. Jesus is a man chosen by God, to reveal the true nature of God, not to inflict more suffering in more holy war, but to bear the suffering of others and thus drain hatred of its power and war of its purpose.

We can only pray that such leadership and service may be brought to bear upon such tragedies as Gaza. Pray that we may each bring such leadership and service to bear on any conflict in our own nation, community or family. Conflict often is the context for our defining moments.
So secondly: Defining moments usually have some sort of symbolic action or event – a significant moment or word that acts as the memory of the defining moment. John chose this act of baptism – plunging people under the waters - as a symbol of their desire to bury an old life and start a new life. People were desperate for change. They were fed up with corruption, exploitation, greed and malice and all the other things that turn a society sour. They were coming to John to be baptised to publicly declare their intention to be part of the change. For Christians, baptism is just such a defining moment, symbolising in a public act a spiritual change. It changes one’s future by joining you to the body of Christ. 
But, thirdly, real defining moments are the ones that bring real change. These are the moments that shape you, mould you, define who you are. We all know that many parents stand up here and bring their children for baptism. They say the promises but we never see them again. The baptism of their child is not really a defining moment because it is not worked through, it is just an external act and it brings infant baptism into disrepute.
John the Baptist seems to acknowledge the limits of what he can achieve. In the Message, a contemporary version of the Bible, verse 7 and 8 reads as follows:

 “The real action comes next: The star in this drama, to whom

I am a mere stagehand, will change your life. I’m baptizing you here in the river, turning your old life in for a kingdom life. His baptism – a holy baptism by the Holy Spirit – will change you from the inside out.”

People were making solemn acts of repentance. It was an outward show. It wasn’t meaningless – it’s important to make visible public acts. But would they go on to live changed lives. John knew without the power of God at work inside them - all he could preach was moralism. There was no power to change.

You know I get people telling me how much they admire certain ‘saintly figures’. They say to me ‘I wish I could be like this or that kind of person. Then they go on to list this or that person’s virtues. They may say this person is humble, selfless; or they’re constantly trying to do good, not for self seeking reasons so they can look good but because they are genuinely motivated by love and concern; or they’re so generous with their time and money; or they have a real heart for the world’s poor and disadvantaged; or they live a prayerful life and are dedicated to the work of Christ through the church. They say to me ‘I wish I could be like this person?’ and I quietly think but don’t say it to their face (because I’m far too polite and need to be liked) ‘you’re wondering how you can be like this person – but you’ve just told me. What is stopping you?
We are, are we not, all sinners. Even the saints among us are sinners too. Jesus, through his baptism by John, mysteriously identified with us in our human struggle, our weakness and temptation. We know the good we should do – but find ourselves unable to do it at times. In this season of already broken resolutions we know all about this way. If only the externals are attended to, change doesn’t last. We end up living lives of what has been well called ‘quiet desperation’. 
Jeremy Vine the radio and TV presenter is interviewed in Reform, our denominational magazine, where he talks about his Christian faith. He says that the whole narrative of his show at present is about the individual and the state. Society and how much we can be observed and digitised and regulated: health and safety, form filling, speed cameras, forcible recycling, and smoking. The state trying to force us to be moral. Is it an inversion, a backlash against our post modern society possibility of freedom of thought and our vast access to information. The more we believe we have the right to our own opinion, the more the state steps in to take it away? You can’t express views that were common currency 30 years ago. Arguably the parameters of what you might call ‘right thinking’ are probably closing. Sadly, along with that has come the fact that it’s almost socially unacceptable to say you believe in God’
The state trying to force us to be moral? You can change the law – but you can’t so easily change people’s hearts. John says that Jesus can do that. We need an altogether deeper change if we are to discover ourselves and discover God. In Luke’s gospel John says the Jesus will baptise with the Holy Spirit and with fire. It doesn’t begin with our efforts at changing the outside it begins when the sparks begin to fly. I’m talking about something which is difficult to describe, but which we all now by experience. We know that moment of inspiration, when we are touched by an idea, a vision, a goal, a purpose, an encounter, a person and in John Wesley’s words, ‘our lives are strangely warmed’. A passion is kindled, something in us catches fire and from the humdrum existence of the daily round we feel suddenly just much more alive, as if light and love have flowed into our lives. And of course the strange thing is that to be touched by the Holy Spirit and with fire is quite unpredictable; we’re never sure when the ambush will happen, the flame kindle, the fire burn.
Defining moments happen to all of us. Some of them have unpleasant side effects: they change us for the worst. For example, some people have been betrayed and find it difficult to trust again; some are treated badly and their lives take an angry and bitter turn for the worst. My last point is that Defining moments that change us for the better will be underpinned by love. Jesus life was changed in this defining moment. He hears the voice from heaven ‘you are my beloved son’. How lives are changed when we have the security of knowing that we are loved, especially loved by God. 
Henri Nouwen was a brilliant academic at Yale and Harvard University in the United States. He left his post to live in an L’Arche Community for those with learning disabilities. He came to understand the belovedness of God. He wrote this:

‘All I want to say to you is, “You are the beloved,” and all I hope is that you can hear these words as spoken to you with all the tenderness and force that love can hold. My only desire is to make these words reverberate in every corner of your being.’
(From Life of the Beloved: Spiritual Living in a Secular World

by Henri Nouwen. (New York: Crossroad, 1992).
I have a friend who was brought up in a bible believing church.  He struggled with his own sexual identity and in the end realised after much agonising that he was a homosexual.  His friends in the church said he was going to hell and disowned him. It caused him to have a break down and he ended up in therapy and counselling. A Christian counsellor helped him to focus on the message of the gospel. God’s grace, God’s unconditional love, through Jesus Christ. His church held dear those classic biblical texts:  Romans 5 verse 8 ‘God demonstrates his love for us in this: while we were still sinners Christ died for us; and from John 3 verse 16 ‘God so loved the world that he sent his only Son. He kept meditating and praying on that text. ‘God so loved the world’.  Eventually he had a deep experience of God’s Spirit at work in his life, giving him that inward assurance that he was loved. From knowing deep within that he was loved he was able to get his life back together.
We could say that John the Baptist’s way offered discipline and morality and Jesus brought freedom. The differences between the two baptisms are noted in the reading from Acts. Yet discipline does open the door to true freedom. Morality is not irrelevant but it does depend on your starting point. Jesus delivered people from their demons, their sin, their feeling of worthlessness which accompanied it, their bodily ills and weaknesses, their isolation and their fears. He begins by offering people and bringing people hope, healing, life. Freed from those burdens, alive with new life, now they can bring sense and order to their daily life. What we offer as the followers of Jesus today, as the church, is not in the first place morality, but life and love, as disciples of the one who said ‘I have come that you may have life, and life in all its fullness.’
When our defining moments are underpinned by love, then the change brought will be positive.

The words spoken to Jesus at his baptism were supremely important, signalling to him and to us, ‘who he is’. Through Jesus and his baptism they are spoken to us. To each and every one of us God says, ‘you are my beloved’.

In all of our defining moments, 
whatever their context, 
whatever the memorable event or the words spoken,
however we change,  
may each and everyone of us hear these words of blessing and affirmation, not just on our birthday, but also at times when we are down and despairing - ‘you are beloved’. 

May our hearts be warmed, for all is grace.

