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  Genesis 1-2:4, Mark 1:4-11

Since I last saw many of you on Christmas Eve, I have been on vacation for a week, visiting my family in St. Paul, Minnesota.  It was a good week away, despite the lack of snow out there, but it wasn’t entirely easy.  When I visit my parents, I visit the house where I lived when I was a teenager, and it can be hard not to revisit being a teenager when I’m there, if you know what I mean.  It’s hard not to feel the same dynamics rear their ugly heads, hard not to pick the same old fights, annoy each other in the same old ways.  It’s hard not to roll my eyes and say, “Stay out of it mom!”

But this year my dad had a surprise for me.  When I was very little, my parents had a Super 8 movie camera—remember those?  The camera got stolen when I was about five years old so there isn’t a lot of film, but I remember years ago my dad borrowed a projector from someone and we watched at least some of the rolls.  For Christmas this year, my dad had taken all that old film and had it transferred to a DVD.  I’ve been able to really watch it for the first time.  It’s very sweet to see my mom and my dad and my brother holding me when I was a tiny baby.  Actually, I wasn’t that tiny—I was a really chubby baby!

The funny thing, though, about seeing pictures of myself as a baby is that I can’t really connect with the “me” in those pictures.  I mean, I know it is me, but I can’t remember and can’t recreate the feeling of being that person.  But at the end of the DVD there was a bit of old movie that was taken when I was probably about five years old.  As soon as I saw it, I felt a jolt of recognition.  I realized I remembered the movie being taken.  I was wearing a dress I loved—a “maxi dress”, remember the 70’s?  And I’m carrying a little purse crochet purse that someone has made for me.  At the start of the movie, I’m standing at the top of a flight of stairs, and as the camera rolls, I walk down the stairs, holding my purse, trying to act dignified while grinning ear to ear.  At the bottom of the stairs I begin to dance, twirling around and around, swirling my dress out until I lose my balance and fall.  And then I look into the camera and pose and try to reclaim some dignity and hold out my purse and smile.

Oh, I can remember being that little girl!  I can remember feeling pretty, feeling special, feeling like I should be in a movie with my dancing and my dress and my smile.  But now, watching that movie forty years later, I find myself aware as well of my father’s eye behind the camera.  I know what it feels like to be the parent, filming the dancing girl.  I know what a blessing I received at that moment.  This, this is my beloved child with whom I am well pleased.

For Jesus, that is where the story begins.  There is so much in the Bible that needs to be studied and translated and interpreted in order for us to make sense of it and apply it to our day.  But the words that Jesus hears when he comes out of the Jordan River after being baptized by John require no interpretation.  They are the words that we all still long to hear, the words a loving parent speaks to the one who delights her:  this is my beloved child with whom I am well pleased.

And that is where the story begins.  Of the four Gospels, the four accounts of Jesus’ life that we have in the Bible, only two of them tell the story of Jesus’ birth.  Only one has shepherds, only one has wise men and only one tells us that “In the beginning was the word.”  But all four Gospels tell the story of Jesus’ baptism and Mark, the oldest of the four, begins the whole story here.


When the January Worship Task Group first read the story you just heard from Mark, we decided right away that this is Jesus’ “call story”.  Now, if you’ve hung around KC for any amount of time, you’ve probably heard a call story or two.  Maybe you’ve even stood up here and shared one.  Call is a big word in this community.  Our small groups, our CARE groups, for example, are all led by “Callers” who have formed the group around a call from God that they have discerned.  And when people look for help around here, they often say they are looking for someone who feels called to cook spaghetti or called to serve on Council or called to work on the garden.

Now, KC may use this kind of language more than some churches, but we certainly didn’t make it up.  It’s all over the Bible—from Abraham who is called by God to leave Ur and travel to a new land to the Apostle Paul who is called by Jesus to bring the Christian story to the Gentile world.  From the beginning to the end of this book, people leave familiar places and go to new places, people leave comfortable spaces and endure great personal discomfort all because they feel compelled to respond to a call from God.  Call and response is the fundamental architecture of the Christian life.

So when we read the story of Jesus’ baptism, when we read the story that begins a narrative about a man who follows God and does what God wants him to do, we expect that story to start with a call, just like Abraham’s story, just like Paul’s story.  We expect to hear God’s voice instructing Jesus to get up and move, to preach God’s word, to do God’s work.  Right?  But if you try to push this story into the mold of the other call stories in the Bible, it doesn’t quite fit right.  Sure there is an encounter with God, sure there is a word from God.  But that encounter, that word doesn’t tell Jesus to do anything.  He doesn’t emerge from the water and hear God say, “Go, Jesus, and heal sick people, preach the Good News, die on the cross and be resurrected.”  He doesn’t get any instruction whatsoever.  There’s no to-do list in this story, no charge, no revelation of mission or purpose.  There’s just this statement:  “This is my Beloved with whom I am well pleased.”  This story doesn’t begin with call.  This story begins with blessing.

Notice that in Jesus’ story and you’ll start to notice something else in the Bible.  You’ll start to notice other things that begin with blessing.  In the beginning, Genesis tells us, God created the heavens and the earth.  God didn’t tell the heavens and the earth to do anything.  God just stood back and blessed them--“It is good”—and so creation begin.  When Jesus gives his Sermon on the Mount, presenting to his followers the core of his ethical teachings, he begins with the Beatitudes, with blessings, well before he ever gives a word of instruction.  And in the Gospel of John, Jesus’ first miracle takes place at the wedding in Cana when he turns water into wine.  He doesn’t heal anyone with that miracle, he doesn’t fix anything, he doesn’t solve an important world problem.  He just extends a party.  He encourages people to stay and celebrate.  He begins with blessing.

That may not be a bad thing to notice this time of year.  This is the time of year when we all seem to have a moral, mental and emotional to-do list.  As the year begins we start to compile the list of all the things we want to fix or solve or change this year about our selves, our relationships and our world.  It’s so tempting to begin there.  We have this belief, after all, that this mental list, this on-going and insurmountable to-do list is the thing that will keep us, in the end, from total moral failure.  Duty, obligation, guilt and maybe even a little bit of shame are the things that keep us from spending our days lying on the couch.  We hold to these patterns of thought and behavior so strongly that it may come as a shock to us to hear a different story with a different pattern.  Jesus’ story begins with blessing.  What if ours started there too?

I have spent a great deal of my life trying to figure out what I am supposed to do.  Are any of you with me on that?  I’ve spent so much time asking God for a sign, asking God for direction.  I’ve looked for direction for the big decisions of my life and I’ve looked for the little day-to-day decisions.  One of the times when I’ve prayed most urgently for direction was when I was trying to figure out whether to go to graduate school to become a minister.  I really had a sense that for a decision as holy as that I should get some really, really clear direction.  A billboard, perhaps, or a voice from the clouds.

Well, I never got the billboard, but in the midst of that season of urgent discernment, I did have a dream.  I dreamt that I was standing in a long line of people who were waiting to give gifts to the Pope.  (I am a little embarrassed to admit it was the Pope—after all the work I’ve done dismantling a patriarchal image of God I wish I could have conjured up someone else to represent God, but there he was!)  Everyone in the line had the kinds of gifts that people might bring to a wedding shower---toasters and mixers and blenders.  I remember that the person in front of me had a blue enamel spaghetti strainer.  As I looked at that stainer and all the other gifts, I found myself getting madder and madder.  I mean, what ridiculous gifts to give to the Pope!  When I got to the front of the line, I was so worked up that the first thing I said to the Pope was, “This is crazy!  Why are people giving you all this junk?  I mean, what is the Pope going to do with a spaghetti strainer?”  But the Pope was perfectly calm.  “Don’t worry about all these things,” he told me.  “We give all of this to the poor.  What do you have for me?”  

It was only then that I paid any attention to what was in my hands.  It turns out I had a photo album with me, and I opened it up and started showing it to the Pope.  The album began with pictures of me as a baby and then I turned the page and there were pictures of my parents getting married.  On the next page there were pictures of my grandparents as babies and on the next there we old, scratchy black and white photos which I had never seen before but which I knew were pictures of my great-great grandparents.

And in my dream, the Pope reached out and took the album from me.  “This we won’t give away,” he said.  “This we’ll keep.”

I never did get a clear sign that I should go to Divinity School.  I never did hear a voice from the clouds telling me what I should be when I grow up.  When I asked most urgently for some clarity around my call what I got instead was that dream and the blessing within it.  So that is where I had to begin.  

And on some basic level, that’s where I still am.  I’m still in the process of handing over that photo album, offering to God all that I am, all that came before me and made me, the whole story of me.  Because I had that dream where I sensed that God was eager to receive that gift, because I got the message that God regards my life, myself, my story as something worth blessing, I have been able to begin.  My life, my call, my story begins with blessing.

And so does each of ours.  Thanks be to God.
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