1st Sunday after Epiphany
Sermon 1.8.12
Scripture:	Genesis 1:1-5
		Mark 1:4-11

[bookmark: _GoBack]We humans prefer a manageable complexity to an unmanageable simplicity.
			~Fr. Bruno Barnhart
			OSB Cambridge			
Strap on your pewbelts.  This sermon is going to move.
Almost every pastor I know has a frustrating story to tell about baptism.  
A family who’s never set foot in the church has a new baby and they know what to do next, they know what they should do next.  They’re ambivalent about religion, at best.  They don’t actually want all that hocus-pocus in their lives; they don’t actually want all those “thou shalt nots” ringing in their ears Sunday after Sunday.  But baptism is just a one-time experience (right?) and the grandparents expect it and it might be a nice occasion, a photo op for the new baby if nothing else.  
The pastor, for her part—and the church by extension—is put in the position of either saying a conditional “yes” (“Here’s what required…” which might be in effect a “no”) or a regrettable and outright “no,” something no one in the shrinking mainline, make-nice liberal church wants to do. 
It seems to me at the root of these very common frustrating exchanges is the strange fact that none of us, pastors and laity included, fully understands what baptism is about.  And, come to think of it, maybe not even John the baptizer understood what he was doing—he who got the whole tradition started.  
He probably came to the river’s edge with a clear enough sense of what he had to offer—a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sin.  So familiar a phrase even we can recite.  But what does this mean?  
It might, to his mind, have begun, in his zeal, as a blunt-edged corrective to religious convention.  There had, after all, long been in place conventional rites and rituals for a person to achieve forgiveness.  The Temple cult, with its priests and sacrificial animals, had always been the way for someone to get right with God.  But it had also become a way of further enriching the rich and justifying the righteous, while condemning the poor and the unclean and the outcast.  
Of course, this isn’t the sort of insight you can have into your own culture while still immersed in your culture.  You have to step outside to realize in a new way what’s going on inside.  You have to leave in order to truly, or at least newly, to see.  And this is exactly what John did.  He left.  He left Jerusalem where his father had been a High Priest, which is to say he left civilization all together: he left the known world, the created world for all he knew.  He left it all in favor of the wilderness—a place thought to be of pre-created or ante-created chaos, a formless void, a darkened deep.  But what John found (and what Jesus would also come to find) is that ever here was God, even God’s hand was leading him and God’s right hand was holding him fast.  
So, he returned.  And when he returned he initiated baptism—baptism, that is, of this sort.  There was already baptism, a cleansing ritual you might do from time to time.  But John’s baptism was once and for all.  Moreover, it was a rite of unreligion.  Here’s how:
Metanoia is a word most often translated “repentance.”  But this doesn’t quite capture it, because its root, -noia, means knowledge, which means that metanoia means a sort of knowledge.  And what sort?  Well, meta- indicates that which lies behind and before and beyond, as in meta-physics or meta-narrative, the grand over- and under-.  Metanoia, then, should be heard as the sort of knowledge that dwells before knowledge and beyond it—beyond the known, the mapped world; the sort of knowledge that is the ground of all other knowledge and that transcends and coheres all that we think we know.  This is, of course, the knowledge of God—which is to say not only knowing God but also knowing what God knows.  
No small prospect, that.  
So, how about this: metanoia for the forgiveness of sin, repentance for the forgiveness of sin?
We’ve tended to hear this declaration of John’s as a cause-and-effect thing: get baptized in order to get forgiven.  But I think to read it that way is to read it in the wrong direction.  I think John didn’t mean, “Repent in order to get forgiveness of sin,” but meant instead, “Repent because of the forgiveness of sin.”  I think John meant (whether he fully knew it or not), “Know what God knows—that there is forgiveness of all sin, that there is reconciliation for every division; there is redemption for everything that seems a waste; there is remembrance for everything that seems cut off.  Live in this grand knowledge that in God all things are made one.  Live freely and fully in that meta-noia.”  
Okay.  So how about this: a baptism of metanoia that there is forgiveness of sin?  
In face of such a thing, gone is the need for all those rites and rituals, all those cultic causes to bring about the desired effect of forgiveness from God.  Gone would be the need for priests to intercede.  Gone would be the need for sacrifices to work their magic.  Really, gone would the need for religion—this thing that promises in its very name, re-ligio, to bind us back to God, to reattach us to the One from whom we came and even came terribly detached, to re-member us to the One who might well just put us out of His mind.  Really, irrelevant would be the whole religious apparatus if what John was proclaiming was indeed true—that we’re not as cut off as we’ve come to believe.   
Unreligion.
But I bet not even John was prepared for how right he was, for soon enough Jesus came along to be baptized as well.  This fact has long been an embarrassment in the church—that John baptized Jesus and not the other way around.  But it makes perfect sense when we reconsider the meaning of repentance—not as something you have to do in order to receive forgiveness of sin, but as a recognition that already you have received forgiveness of sin, and moreover not because of your right religion but because of the very nature of God.  So, of course, Christ would receive such a baptism because, of course, no one could possibly repent, putting on the mind of God, more than God’s own Christ.
One of the striking things about the first creation story in the Bible—especially when considered in contrast to other Canaanite stories of creation—is that God didn’t battle the creation into being, wresting it from the hands of chaos of primordial evil.  God simply spoke it, and it then was.  This implies that God has no true rivals—no primordial power that differs in nature but is equal in might.  God has no nemesis. God makes no war because there is no one with whom to make war.  Rather, God speaks and it is so.  
The fact that we lost sight of this God is accounted for, of course, in the story of the fall, in which the serpent tells the woman, who then tells the man, that God didn’t want them to eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil because that would make them equal to God.  And God doesn’t want rivals, God perhaps even fears rivals.   
But we know this is a lie, for two reasons—
The first comes when we consider the source—the serpent that would come to be called Satan, this word that means accuser, adversary, tempter; and whose modus operandi is “divide and conquer.”   So, why should we believe him?  
The second is the metaphysical fact that one whose nature is to reconcile cannot be rivaled, ever, for any potential rivalry would be transformed into unity.  Jesus is remembered to have said in one gospel telling, “If you’re not against us, you’re with us,” and in another, “If you’re not with us, you’re against us,” leaving us to wonder, which is it?  For they certainly are different.  Unless they mean to point to this aspect of God—that the One who reconciles transforms any “against” into “with.”
We see this in the biblical tradition as well, surfacing like the sea monster it speaks of.   Leviathan is the name of the primordial monster that appears in other Canaanite creation myths.  This is the one who is sometimes portrayed as God’s rival in the beginning, seeking to destroy as God seeks to create.  In the Bible, though, Leviathan as often shows up as something God has mastered, never having been God’s equal and rival to begin with.  In one of the psalms and one section of the book of Job, Leviathan is spoken of as a plaything for God—a sort of bathtub toy for the Lord of Life.  Leviathan is still there, and, to be sure, sometimes makes trouble, but ultimately is no match for the might of God’s creative power and redeeming love.
Which brings us back to the baptism, the beating heart of which for me is Mark’s telling that, as Jesus was coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit of God descending on him like a dove.  Mark is alone in his claim that the heavens were torn.  Though this story appears in all three synoptic gospels, Mark is alone in remembering the heavens as torn.  Matthew and Luke write more politely.  In general that’s true.  By contrast, though, Mark is a bit more raw with a pen, which is why this is my favorite gospel.  Of the heavens over the river Jordan that day, Matthew and Luke claim they merely opened.  But Mark claims they were torn, using the Greek term schizo, which has such urgency to it.  
We’d be right if this called to mind the other time Mark makes use of this word—following the death of Jesus on the cross when the Temple curtain is torn in two.  The Temple curtain was understood to protect people from the dangerous prospect of glimpsing the presence God, something that would surely kill them.  Or so they thought.
We’d be right also to think, again, of our creation story, though now of the second day when God established the firmament.  This is the realm between the heights of heaven and the depths of the earth, the realm in which all that has life exists and by which it could be said, as the poet Robert Browning wrote, that God is in is heaven and all is right with the world.  And of this we’d be right to wonder what God was up to in tearing these carefully fashioned heavens apart, rushing now into the world, so to tell us, “Here is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.”  Indeed, it might even cause us to suspect that the separation of the heavens from the earth is a thing of the past, if it ever truly was at all; it might cause us to suspect that, though all is not right with the world, neither is God simply, passively in His heaven. 
Two pop songs from my coming of age spring to mind.  One was comforting, a ballad, whose lyrics assured us, “God is watching us, God is watching us, God is watching us, from a distance.”  The other was edgier, meant to agitate. “What if God was one of us?” it asked as if the ingénue singing was the first ever to think of such a shocking, unorthodox thing.
Both are wrong, of course.  God is not watching us from a distance; God as with us, incarnate in Christ, still more as close as our own breath in the Holy Spirit.  And God is one of us, yet not because of the assertion of a hipster with a guitar but because of the assertion of God whose Word became flesh in Jesus Christ and whom was then claimed by the Holy Spirit to be the beloved Son of God.
And it’s fine, no real problem, when pop stars get it wrong.  But it’s not fine, it is a problem, when the church gets it wrong.  And yet it’s something we do get wrong quite often.  Whenever we invent and ordain yet another ritual to reestablish a separation, we’re interpreting baptism all wrong.  Whenever we call on baptism to serve as a formality, we reestablish what God meant to disestablish.  Whenever we invoke baptism to quell a superstitious belief that without baptism we’re not good with God, we sew back together what God meant to be torn apart.  Whenever we use baptism to separate some people from others, we use it also to separate ourselves from God.  But when we see in baptism the truth of God-with-us and the therefore total irrelevance and un-necessity of baptism as a religious ritual, only then are we truly baptized into the baptism of Christ.  
Baptism as unbaptism.
Now I know, it’s a risk to proclaim that what you’re offering is inessential.  It’s a risk for the church to profess that its ritual offerings are not necessary in the eyes of God.  It’s folly, you might even say, for a preacher to proclaim that coming to church and participating in the sacraments have no special power to change God’s mind about you.  After all, what sells in this culture that isn’t framed as necessary, crucial?  If you don’t buy these shoes, your friends will hate you.  If you don’t use this mouthwash, your spouse will avoid you.  If you don’t let someone else sprinkle water on your head, God won’t even know who you are.  Yes, it’s a risk to freely offer something that’s to be freely received.  We’re Capitalists.  We’re consumers.  We don’t have time for something that is merely delight, merely praise, merely Alleluia.  It’s got to have some measurable effect, some value-added, or we’ve got to get on the next thing.
But I recently read an article claiming that the one thing capitalism suffers these days is a lack of competition.  Ironically, Capitalism, the system proclaiming competition as essential for excellence, has now no global competitor.  With Communism as its near century-long rival now fallen, Capitalism alone reigns supreme.  I the marketplace of ideas, it has no competitors.  It alone defines the values by which the world turns.  It exclusively establishes the rules by which we operate.  Capitalism holds a global monopoly.  And we all know the problem with a monopoly.  
As I read this article, I wondered whether the Church might fill the competitive void that Communism left and that Capitalism needs, if the Church might be the viable, global alternative that would make Capitalism less corrupt and corrosive, less ravenous and more life-giving.  
This is too big an idea to end a sermon on; I know that.  But I imagine you can manage it.  
You can unbuckle your pewbelts now.  We’ve arrived at our destination.
Thanks be to God.
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