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In the Beginning 

There is one word that all of today’s Bible readings have in common:  Beginning.  

“In the beginning when God created the heavens and earth…” [Gen. 1.1]  “Did you 

receive the Holy Spirit when you became [or more literally, ‘when you were 

beginning to be] believers?” [Acts 19.2] “The beginning of the good news of Jesus 

Christ…” [Mark 1.1]   

And there is one element that all of these readings have in common as well:  

Water.  At creation “a wind from God swept over the waters.” [Gen. 1.2]  At 

Corinth a group of new believers were “baptised  in the name of the Lord Jesus.” 

[Acts 19. 5]  This is, by the way, one of the oldest references we have to the 

liturgical language for baptism in the 1
st

 century.  And Mark tells us that  “people 

from the whole Judean countryside and all the people of Jerusalem” as well were 

going out to Jesus’ cousin John at the river Jordan and being baptised there in the 

river’s water.  It is no major stretch of the imagination, then, to see that in biblical 

language and imagery Water is Life—it is about the physical life of the universe 

(including humanity) and it is about spiritual life as well.  It is the beginning of all 

beginnings. 

And Christians are not in any way unique in the development of this idea—all 

religions that I know of, even those that we are sometimes tempted to call 

‘primitive,’ have some ritual of water in their practice—and this ritual always has 

a meaning connected to birth, new life, cleansing of the past, renewal and 

restoration. It is of primordial importance to us human beings to have both a 

physical and spiritual connection to water.  Nothing is more basic to our existence 

and identity, no symbol more important and no element more essential.  In fact 

we Christians are actually in great need of a renewal of what we might call 

‘sacramental theology’ because we are so inclined to speak of ‘The Sacraments’ as 



only a reference to the bread and wine of Communion—when in fact the first, 

most important, most necessary sacrament is Baptism. 

We so-called ‘mainline Protestant’ Christians are the worst offenders where 

baptism is concerned, too.  We build our churches so that pulpits and Communion 

tables are prominently visible, and we relegate baptismal fonts to a small corner.  

God forbid, some churches even use the fonts as flower stands!  And we have 

allowed the meaning of baptism to be reduced to not much more than a nice 

naming ceremony for our children—rather than the glorious beginning of a 

Christian life.  We’ve even conveniently forgotten that the English term 

‘Christening’ begins (like Christmas, for instance) with Christ’s name and is meant 

to describe ‘christianing,’ the sign and seal of being disciples of Jesus.  And most 

of us don’t give a thought from one day to the next about whether or not we are 

baptised, whether or not it is even important, whether or not it makes any 

difference at all.  We even get a bit uneasy and irritable when preachers like me 

start going on and on about it. 

 But, surely, at least today when we remember and celebrate the Baptism of Jesus 

we might have good reason to consider our own as well.  Even for Jesus baptism 

was the beginning of his life of faith—one of the few things upon which all of the 

Gospels agree.   

For Mark (unlike the other Gospels) baptism is the beginning of ‘the good news.’  

This is part of the uniqueness of Mark in the canon of Christian scripture, and 

later this difference gives rise to arguments about Jesus’ divinity:  Was he born 

the Son of God?  Or was he adopted as God’s beloved son at baptism?  But such 

an argument was not likely in Mark’s mind at all, nor does it make any difference 

to the essential importance of the revelation of God in Jesus.  For Mark (a new 

convert himself) it is simply a fact that Jesus’ baptism is a beginning which mirrors 

the experience of all who will later be baptised in his name.  

In this new year it should be noted that we are also again beginning a study of 

Mark’s gospel in the lectionary readings.  The lectionary itself is designed so that, 



if we all came to church every Sunday for three years, we would hear every word 

of the gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke—and a lot of John as well.  In fact it is 

later this year that we’ll hear more of John because Mark’s gospel is so short it 

couldn’t last for the whole year on its own.  I’m hoping that you’ll enjoy and 

perhaps come to a new appreciation of this brief gospel during the next weeks 

and months.  In fact I strongly recommend that, as a kind of spiritual discipline, 

you read all of Mark sometime this year—and it’s so short that it can even be 

done in one sitting (unless you are inclined to fall asleep when reading, like me).  

And I believe that one of the things you will find in reading Mark is an emphasis 

on what is truly essential in Jesus’ life and ours, beginning with baptism itself. 

When we remember Jesus’ baptism, it is a remembrance of the reality of the 

Christian meaning of life in community.  Past all differences in nationality, or in 

denominational name, or in heritage, or in worship, or tradition, or theology—all 

Christians are actually one in baptism.  It is the one act of our faith that we all 

agree is both essential and eternal.  As the Nicene Creed put it, “We acknowledge 

one baptism for the forgiveness of sins.” 

Baptism is the only aspect of our lives that really fully defines us as belonging to 

God in Christ—because it is the name of the already-baptised-himself-Jesus that 

ordinary water is blessed by the same Spirit which fluttered over the waters of 

creations, and God’s ever-creating power shows itself anew in a baby’s smile (or 

cry) or in the more mature life stepping out in a new direction.  Baptism makes us 

belong to God as nothing else can, and that belonging is absolutely irrevocable.  

Because, after all, baptism is not about what we say, not about what we do, not 

our decision, not our ritual, not even our response.  Baptism is about what God 

does to and for us in the beginning. 

So what if we’ve never been baptised?  Well, be assured that it’s never too late!  

The font is here every week—though usually not quite as prominent as today.  

Jesus is always ready to welcome you to his life-giving water.  And be thankful. 



But what if we feel no need to be baptised?  Be assured that it is a sign of God’s 

love and identity of faith, not the definition or limitation of it.  It is an invitation 

rather than a demand.  Jesus did not need to be baptised but he wanted it—you 

may want that someday too, a blessing for life already well-lived and yet a new 

creation.  And be thankful.   

And what if we have been baptised, at any age young or old?  Remember that its 

blessing is eternal—the one beginning that has no end.  And be thankful. 

 

REAFFIRMATION OF BAPTISM 

This is the water of Life: 

 the chaos in which creation began in beauty and in pain; 

 the miracle by which human identity and health is known;  

 the physical reality of spiritual blessing. 

This is the water of Baptism: 

 for those already baptised, a reminder of God’s grace at work in us; 

 for those yet to be baptised, an invitation to God’s renewing Word; 

 for those who will not be baptised, a sign of hope not yet attained. 

This is the water of Life. 

 

 “If anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: 

 everything old has passed away; 

 see, everything has become new!”  [2 Corinthians 5:17]    

     

 

 


