The Baptism of Our Lord
January 11, 2009
Text:  Mark 1:4-11
Sanctify us in your Truth, O Lord; your Word is truth. 

Six weeks ago, at the very beginning of the Advent season, we heard this Old Testament reading in worship, from the prophet Isaiah:  O, [Lord God], that you would tear open the heavens and come down!  Isaiah is praying on behalf of the People of Israel, who had been conquered by Babylon and marched off into a fifty-year exile.
Now they were back home in Israel, but nothing seemed to be happening.  The temple still lay in ruins.  Sure, it was good that the Lord had brought them back home, but where was he now?  They were probably more keenly aware of God’s absence than his presence. 

Flash forward now to some five- or six-hundred years later….to the time of our Gospel reading for today.  Jesus is standing on the banks of the Jordan River, still dripping wet from his baptism at the hands of John….and he saw the heavens torn apart! – the answer to Isaiah’s prayer!
Not opened, the way Matthew and Luke tell the story of his baptism, but torn apart.  The Greek word is  -- from which we get our words schism and schizophrenia.  It’s not the same as the word open.  I open the door; I close the door; the door looks the same.  But something torn apart is not easily closed again.  The ragged edges never go back together as they were. 
At Jesus’ baptism the heavens were ripped open – never to go back together as they were.  The words are dramatic, powerful, maybe even violent.  The heavens – that veil between us and God – was ripped open.  Now, in Jesus, nothing was standing between us and the very throne of God.  In this man, in Jesus, the curtains of heaven are thrown open by a God determined to have nothing between him and his creation.

This past Wednesday evening in the confirmation class, we were talking about the Narnia Tales of C.S. Lewis.  Those wonderful seven stories that Lewis wrote back in the 1950’s, and now Colorado’s own Philip Anschutz has been making into wonderful movies:  The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, and then released this past summer, Prince Caspian.
Lewis did a great job in those Narnia stories of imagining how two worlds could relate and interlock.  Two worlds – our world and the world of Narnia – but there were these occasional openings between the two worlds.  In the first book the Pensevey children make their way into the world of Narnia through the wardrobe.  In The Voyage of the Dawn Treader, Lucy and Edmund and Eustace enter Narnia through a picture on the wall.  In another story it happened on a train platform.
When the Bible speaks of heaven and earth, it is referring to God’s space and our space – two different kinds of space, two different kinds of matter.  And, although they are very different, they are not far away from one another.  And one day, when God ushers in his Kingdom at the end of time, they will be completely joined together, open and visible to one another, married together forever.  

On the day of Jesus’ baptism, Mark’s Gospel tells us, the heavens were torn apart, and the Holy Spirit descended upon Jesus like a dove.  And a voice came from heaven, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.
That whole story, our Gospel for today, is at the very beginning of Mark’s Gospel, in chapter one.  At the very end of Mark’s Gospel, in chapter 15, as Jesus is hanging on a cross between heaven and earth, when he breathed his very last, the curtain in the temple was torn in two from top to bottom.  And Mark uses the very same word to describe it:  , torn apart!  
Over the centuries scholars have debated which temple curtain was torn.  Because, you see, there were two temple curtains: 

· There was the outer curtain which hung in front of the doors at the entrance to the temple; 

· and then there was the inner curtain which separated the Holy of Holies from the rest of the temple.  The Holy of Holies, of course, with its Ark of the Covenant, symbolized the very presence of God.
So many interpreters have assumed that it was that inner curtain which was torn, the symbolism being that the death of Jesus destroyed the barrier which separated God from humanity.  The symbolism is right on, I think, but the curtain is wrongly identified.

The great Jewish historian, Josephus, tells us more about that outer curtain.  It was huge, Josephus writes – 
80 feet high! – a Babylonian tapestry, with embroidery of blue and scarlet and purple.  And what was pictured on this curtain?  It was a panorama of the entire heavens!  It was one huge image of the starry sky!
Mark begins and ends his gospel with schism, with the tearing apart of the heavens!  The opening of heaven means that for a fleeting moment the distance between us and God is taken away and God is all in all!  For a precious instant the earth is full of the grandeur of God, and everything is bursting with God’s promise and glory!

Now….that tearing open of the heavens is not the only similarity between the beginning and ending of Mark’s Gospel.  There is also the voice.  At the beginning, at Jesus’ baptism, it is the heavenly voice:  You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.  At the end of Mark’s Gospel it is an earthly voice, the voice of the centurion:  Truly this man was God’s Son!
Is there a torn place in your life?  Jagged edges which have never healed?  Maybe it’s a bitter divorce, the ripping apart of a marriage relationship.  Maybe a son or daughter who is estranged from you.  Perhaps a betrayal by a friend.
Fiona is a young woman from England.  Her father was in the most elite battalion of the British army.  But Fiona was angry.  She was angry because she felt she could never be good enough for her father.
So, instead of going to college, Fiona started out on a walk.  A long walk.  The walk lasted 11 years, and it took her much of the way around the world.  Towards the end of her walk, she was invited to talk to a group of third-graders in a local class.  She told them, “You know, sometimes when you’re walking home from school, you’re cross, and you just decide to take the longer route home.”

One of the children said, “Eleven years is a very long route home.”  Fiona replied, “Yes, I was very cross.  Very, very cross.”

Finally she took the boat back to England.  She returned to a hero’s welcome after a remarkable feat of physical and spiritual endurance.  But there was only one person she was longing to meet – her father.  Her father came to meet her on a hill in Cornwall.  It had been a long time.  He handed her his military beret, symbol of his achievements in the army.  

But as she told this story, Fiona wept, and she said, “But I didn’t deserve it.”  Nothing, it seemed, could convince her that she was good enough for her father.  A sad story, isn’t it?

That sad story is not the news for us today.  No, today the news is good:  in my baptism and in your baptism, the heavens were torn apart and God spoke to us, like he spoke to his own Son:  “You are mine; you are beloved; you belong to me!”
Do you remember the opening scene of the Forrest Gump movie?   The first thing we see is a feather dislodging from a dove flying overhead.  The feather wafts along, almost alighting on several people, but finally it settles on Forrest, sitting on a bench, waiting for the bus.  Forrest, of course, as the movie proceeds to demonstrate, is this special person – can we say, blessed by God? – who makes such an important difference in so many people’s lives.

That’s what happened in each of our lives at our baptism:  God’s special favor rested upon us!  It is God’s stamp of approval!  Oh, certainly not because of anything in us!  But rather because our baptism joins us to his beloved Son, Jesus Christ, the one of whom he said, You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.  
Sally Fields is one of my favorite actresses.  She won her first Oscar for her film, Norma Rae….and then received a second Academy Award in 1985 for her role in Places in the Heart.  Do you remember what she said in her 1985 acceptance speech for that second Oscar?  
I haven’t had an orthodox career, and I’ve wanted more than anything to have your respect.  The first time I didn’t feel it, but this time I feel it, and I can’t deny the fact that you like me, right now, you like me!
That is what God speaks to us in our baptism:  I like you!  Our own Martin Luther, whenever he had his bouts of self-doubt, his moments of despair – do you know what he would tell himself, what he would shout out loud even if nobody else was in the room?  I have been baptized!
Some of you kids may remember the scene from the movie, Toy Story 2.  Woody is kidnapped and is taken to the apartment of the “bad” toy store owner.  Woody finds himself in a dark room, all alone.  And then he hears the voice of a young girl who recognizes him.  This toy, a similarly dressed western cowgirl, gets very excited that Woody is here.  

Woody asks, “How do you know me?”  She replies, “Do you not know who you are?”  She then turns on a light and shows Woody the shelves that are filled with Woody memorabilia.  Woody finds out that he was a famous movie star.  She shows him old cartoons and Woody watches with great joy.

So it is in our baptism!  God knows us before we know ourselves!  God knows us before we ever know who God is!  In this Sacrament of Baptism we are told who we are:  a child of God, beloved by God.

In our Baptism God tells us:  “I have torn apart the heavens, ripped them wide open, and I have come down so that you – you! – may become the sons and daughters of God!”  
