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	John Hunt, who lives in London, England, had a problem. He doesn’t believe in God. But that’s not the problem. The problem was that he had been baptized as a child, and now that he’s not a believer, he wanted to revoke his baptism. Just cancel it out.
	So he wrote to St. Jude and St. Aidan Parish in South London, where he had been baptized way back in 1953, when he was 5 months old. He said that, well, he was below the age of consent when this happened, and besides, now that he’s an atheist, he should be allowed to change his mind. He even obtained a “Certificate of Debaptism,” available from the National Secular Society in the U.K., and paid 60 pounds to have it published in the Times of London.
	Unfortunately, said the Church of England, it doesn’t work that way. He hadn’t darkened the door of a church since he was 11 years old, so his membership had effectively lapsed. They’d grant him that. But his baptism couldn’t simply be removed from the historical record. Baptism, said the church, is permanent. Atheist or not, in the church’s eyes Mr. Hunt remains a baptized Christian.
	I suppose God will sort it all out in the hereafter, but even as believers maybe we can empathize with this man’s situation. For most of us, baptism is a long-ago event, one we were too young to form memories of. If the fact of our baptism has a continuing influence on our life, it’s only the faintest echo of a long-ago bell.
	And I hope none of us is looking to revoke his or her baptism, but it might be useful to think about how baptism works in our lives over the long haul. Today’s account from the Gospel of Mark helps, because for Jesus baptism was not lost to the haze of infant memory. For Jesus, it was a choice and a proclamation – the way, in this Gospel, he begins his public work as the Messiah.
	We talked last week about how Mary and Joseph brought the infant Jesus to the temple to be dedicated to the Lord, as was the Jewish custom for firstborn sons. You’ll remember that the old man Simeon took Jesus in his arms and said, Now I can die in peace, because I have seen the Messiah. That was an early recognition of the specialness of this Child.
	Jesus’ baptism experience in the Jordan River essentially confirms the promises that Mary and Joseph made on his behalf, much as teenagers in our own tradition are invited to confirm their baptismal promises. And when Jesus comes up out of the muddy water, the Gospel says, further confirmation of his specialness comes in the form of a dove – the Holy Spirit comes to rest on him, and a voice from heaven says, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.” God’s voice, of course. And it echoes into this story from way back in Genesis, when God looks at the world God has created and sees “that it was good.” So Mark’s listeners would have recognized that we are in the presence of a new creation – that the earth and all its creatures, including you and me, are remade in a new and holy way in the presence and the promise of this holy man. 
	So that’s Jesus’ baptism, the beginning of the Christian tradition of baptism as God’s lifelong mark on us. We’ll talk in a moment about how that continues to play itself out in our lives. But first, a little geography lesson.
	The scripture doesn’t mention it, because Mark’s listeners would have known this already, but the Jordan River is not beautiful and it’s not peaceful. It flows south through the Holy Land for 158 miles, beginning in the snowy foothills of Mount Herman in the north, 260 feet above sea level. By the time it empties into the Dead Sea, which is 1,287 feet below sea level, the water has reached the lowest point on earth. It moves fast.
	East of Jericho, the river bends at a place whose name translates as “Ford of the Partridge.” Here the water slows down and some of the mud filters out of it. It’s a place of great beauty, shaded by willows and eucalyptus trees, much as it was in New Testament times. It was at this bend, according to tradition, that Jesus was baptized by John the Baptist.
	Think about that, about the symbolism of it. It’s the one place in a long, furiously flowing river where there is calm. Where there is peace. Later, as the religious authorities closed in on Jesus, accusing him of blasphemy, the Gospel of John reports that he returned to this place and stayed there awhile. Returned, that is, to a place where God’s Spirit showed itself dramatically in his life. This place of calm and peace, but more even than that, this place of connectedness with the power of God. A place where all the hurly-burly of life falls away, the rushing waters slow down, and Jesus can know himself again as God’s beloved new creation. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]	Here’s where we can reclaim the power of our own baptism as a lodestar, a central point in our life connecting us to the power of the divine. And we need this, because the stuff of our lives can threaten to overwhelm us. We see those unfortunate people on the TV shows about hoarders, almost suffocated by their stuff, and maybe we feel sorry for them. But even if your home is as picture-perfect as Martha Stewart’s, we all deal with the encroachment of stuff. Physical stuff, to be sure, but also emotional stuff, mental stuff, the piles of yesterday’s crises and regrets teetering in our minds. We can’t help it – we’re all hoarders. All of us feel the weight of these things, feel them closing in on us sometimes.
	And against this weight of the world, we have the joyful lightness of our baptism – that quiet center in which God has established a direct connection with us. That center to which we can always return, in quiet meditation or prayer time or just by reminding ourselves that God loves us. The great reformer Martin Luther did this. When he was worried for his life or despairing over the future of the church he loved, he would tap his forehead and say to himself, “Remember, Martin, you have been baptized.” That little reminder was enough to keep him strong and focused, because of course it was not his own strength or focus he was invoking, it was God’s, and it was inexhaustible.
	Jesus submits to baptism as an example for us. He didn’t have to do this. If your concept of baptism is of a washing away of sin, well, Jesus didn’t need that. But as that chilly, muddy water closes over him, he puts himself in solidarity with us and with the human condition in all its glorious messiness. He rises from the water as a new creation of God, and God expresses the fond approval of a loving parent. 
Reconnecting with the power of God through our baptism re-creates us as well. Even if you don’t remember the day, you can remember this truth: That each of us is God’s child, God’s beloved, and God’s favor rests on our shoulders. When the stuff of the world feels like it’s too much to bear, return to that truth, and know the love of God.
	Amen.

