January 10/11, 2015

Mark 1:4-11

     Today we officially begin our series on identity, who we are and who we are becoming in Jesus Christ.  The new year and setting goals and being cooped up inside stirs us to think about who we are and who we want to be.  Paul assures us that all who are in Jesus Christ are, “new creation.”  He urges us to not be conformed to the world, but to be transformed by that love that never ends, and he challenges us to be one in Jesus Christ.  

     When we think about our identity, if we are Christians, this identity begins in our baptism.  Today we celebrate and remember the baptism of Jesus.  As we read Mark’s words describing this moment for us, we hear the very voice of God speaking to Jesus, telling us who Jesus really is:  “You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased.”  

     What amazing, simple, direct, and powerful words.  David Lose puts it this way, “wrapped in these words of acceptance are the blessings of identity, worth, and unwavering regard.”  

     These are amazing and powerful words that describe Jesus and his relationship with God.  But as we consider what happens in our own baptism, we realize that these are also the words that God speaks to us:  “You are my child, whom I love, with you I am well pleased.”  As we remember our baptism, we remember that we are accepted, loved, delighted in by God.  In our baptism all of the negative images of who we think we are, who people say we are, or should be, all of the mistakes, the judgments, the worries, they are washed away and we see ourselves clearly, new creation in Jesus Christ, beloved, accepted, delighted in by God.  
     Hopefully we know this at some level.  Hopefully this understanding will wash over us again today in a powerful way.  We will hear and claim those words for ourselves, “I am God’s child, beloved, God is pleased with me.”  But so often we forget.  So often all those layers of identity that come from ourselves and our personal history crowd out this eternal core truth about who we really are.

     When we as, “Who am I?” we see what the ID tag or uniform from work says.  We see our credentials and our responsibilities.  They set the standard for what we are expected to do and not do.  We see our roles within our family and community.  They convey certain expectations about what my relationship to these people requires of me.  I think of those who like me and those who don’t, and worry over why that is.  

     So often, even as Christians, we let all of these things set the standard for those we think we are, for our identity, even for whom we want to be.  Sometimes these things are helpful, God speaking to us through our loved ones who want the best for us, God giving us the gifts we use to bless others through our work, community, and family.  But there are other pieces that we cling to that are flat our lies.  They counter the truth that God speaks in our baptism.  They are words and ideas like worthless, stupid, ugly, unlovable, entitled, powerful, powerless…
     Often this way of thinking is so ingrained in us that we hardly realize it.  We don’t realize that we are putting what others say about us above what God says about us.  Without realizing it, these ideas cause us to hurt ourselves or others.  

      The challenge then for us is to break those habits we fall into, to see through the lies, the deceptive ways of thinking so that we can see this core truth of our identity.  The challenge is to, to hear it, to build our thoughts, actions, our very lives, our identity on it:  we are baptized!  And when we are baptized, we are God’s beloved children.  God is pleased with us.

     This is the truth.  Your identity does not come from what you did last night or 20 years ago..  It does not come from what you didn’t do or how you look or act or what you wear or what sort of job you have or how much money you make, or whether you are a success or failure in life.  

     The truth is that God has called you his child.  God loves you.  God delights in you.

     This truth will change you.  It will change who you are becoming.  It will give you strength, courage, confidence.  It will help you let go of hurts from long ago and from yesterday.  It will help you not hurt others in those ways.

     Because as we accept these words from God as the truth, as they define our identity, we will begin to look like and act like and embody these words even more and more.  

     We see Jesus do this.  He lives out these words of God as he engages in his public ministry.  He heals, accepts, forgives, loves.  He lives out what God has spoken as truth in his baptism.  David Lose continues, “he will only do to others what has already been done to him, telling them via word and deed that they too, are beloved children of God with whom God is well pleased.”

     When we remember and accept and live into this truth of our baptism, we begin to love.  We begin to love not just God, not just ourselves, but others too in this amazing way that Jesus does.  The identity of Jesus, his unconditional love, his compassionate grace, his embodiment of truth in everything he did will become more clear in us.  

     The challenge is to remember, even in, especially in the darkest moments and the lowest moments, to cling to this truth, to cling to this promise that God makes in our baptism.  It helps to remember just how important it was to God to speak these words.  So important that, in Mark’s words, God tore open the heavens to get to speak these words to his Son and to us.  According to Karoline Lewis, “God cannot stand the separation any longer.”  And so, just like the temple curtain that is torn in two on Good Friday, here God tears the heavens apart, removing any barriers between us and Him and speaks to us words of identity, love, acceptance and affirmation.

     So often in life we tear ourselves apart over our identity.  We tear others apart as we try to figure out who we are.  But here we find God, tearing the heavens apart to reach us, to speak to us directly these words of truth about who we really are, so that we might then live a life “torn open by the love of God” (Lewis?).

     Today we remember by coming to the baptismal font, by touching, by praying over the water.   Each week as we enter the sanctuary, we pass by the font.  Some remember their baptism each time they wash their face or look into a mirror.  Martin Luther remembered his each time he faced darkness, despair, challenges in life.  He would counter these situations with the words, “I am baptized.”

     May we do the same.  May we remember and make this truth the source of who we are.   I am baptized.  I am beloved.  I am delighted in.  And I will make God’s truth the source of my identity, my worth, who I am and how I live.  

     Jan Richardson puts this in poetic form in a prayer called Begin with Beloved.  In invite you to pray with me as I read her words:      


