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January 7, 2018 
 
Tim Hughes Williams 
 
Sermon:  Watermark 
 
The Old Testament Lesson: Genesis 1:1-5 
1In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, 2the earth was a 
formless void and darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God 
swept over the face of the waters.  3Then God said, “Let there be light”; and there 
was light. 4And God saw that the light was good; and God separated the light from 
the darkness.5God called the light Day, and the darkness he called Night. And 
there was evening and there was morning, the first day. 
 
The New Testament Lesson: Mark 1:4-11 
4John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of 
repentance for the forgiveness of sins. 5And people from the whole Judean 
countryside and all the people of Jerusalem were going out to him, and were 
baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins.6Now John was clothed 
with camel’s hair, with a leather belt around his waist, and he ate locusts and wild 
honey. 7He proclaimed, “The one who is more powerful than I is coming after me; 
I am not worthy to stoop down and untie the thong of his sandals. 8I have 
baptized you with water; but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.” 
 

9In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized by John in 
the Jordan. 10And just as he was coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens 
torn apart and the Spirit descending like a dove on him.11And a voice came from 
heaven, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.” 
 
 
Sermon:  Watermark 
 
It is the first Sunday of a brand-new calendar year, as much as any of us puts stock 
into that idea. New Year, New Me, etc.  I don’t know about you but my social 
media timelines have been full of rumination this week, people trying to take 
stock of 2017 and set themselves up well for 2018.  People have been posting 
their top nine photographs from their previous year.  Listing highlights and low 
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moments and whatnot.  You can’t help but feel a little foolish, right?  This is not 
our first rodeo.  We’ve been here before and we know how it goes.  Some people 
have quit making up New Year’s resolutions for precisely that reason, and yet 
some of us just can’t help ourselves from naming a few goals.  I think there’s 
something profoundly human in that inclination towards self-improvement.  
 
I like our Scripture passages this week, given this moment that we are in.  On the 
one hand, we have the very opening verses of the Bible.  God floating over top of 
the formless void, speaking life into being by just saying the words.  “Then God 
said, ‘Let there be light,’ and there was light” (Genesis 1:3).  Well before anyone 
knew about Alexa, 1 God was speaking light and earth and sea into existence. Pure 
creation. 
 
On the very first day, God separated the Day from the Night, and God called it 
good. A new beginning.   
 
Our New Testament passage offers a variation on the same theme.  We’ll be 
working from Mark’s Gospel for much of 2018.  And the word you should 
associate with Mark’s style is the word, “immediately.” Mark writes with urgency, 
cutting straight to the action, the heart of the matter.  Mark is the shortest 
Gospel.  He skips the entire birth narrative, for example.  The curtain of his story 
opens on an adult John the Baptist, roaming the desert offering baptisms in the 
River Jordan. We spent a whole Sunday in December considering John the Baptist, 
the mangy, ranging, truth-teller. But today I’d like for us to direct our attention to 
the crowd of people who follow him.  
 
Mark says that “people from the whole Judean countryside and all the people of 
Jerusalem were going out to him, and were baptized by him in the river Jordan, 
confessing their sins” (1:5). It’s very easy to quickly what John was doing in the 
Jordan River with our Christian understanding of baptism, but that would be a 
mistake.  
 
John’s “baptism for the forgiveness of sins,” was actually a common practice in 
ancient Judaism.  If we look all the way back to the beginning of the Torah, the 
Purity Codes of Leviticus required ritual cleansing after any number of things, like 

                                                      
1 https://www.usatoday.com/story/tech/columnist/komando/2017/12/29/best-alexa-
commands-try-your-new-amazon-echo/989895001/ 
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touching a dead body or giving birth. In the second chapter of Luke, we learn that 
Mary and Joseph brought their baby to the Temple after “the time of 
purification.” Again, you have to look back to Leviticus, new mothers are 
instructed to wait forty days before returning to the Temple after childbirth.  
Presumably, before entering the Temple, Mary would have taken the ritual bath.   
 
Even to this day, non-Jewish people who wish to convert to Orthodox Judiasm are 
instructed to take a Mikvah bath.  The ritual bath prepares the convert to be a 
part of the community. 2  
 
So, given all of that context, it’s not a good idea to imagine that John the Baptist, 
a faithful Jew, is out there offering Christian baptisms.  But why, if the ritual bath 
was so common, were all the people of Judea and Jerusalem flocking out to John 
in the desert?  Why weren’t they just lining up at the Temple, where such an 
event would happen regularly?  
 
There’s no clear answer to that question, to be honest, although there are clues. 
It’s not an accident that John is out in the Jordan River.  The Jordan River is a big 
fat symbol if there ever was one.  The Israelite people have hardly forgotten their 
forty years in the desert.  Forty years of wandering and wondering if they would 
ever arrive in the true home, their true selves, their Promised Land.  
 
The Jordan marked the boundary between their painful, long-suffering past and 
their hopeful, unwritten future.  To cross the Jordan is the ultimate new beginning 
– geographic, personal, political.  John is standing out in those sacred waters, 
inviting the people to wade in and submerge and then rise again.  
 
That’s an appealing offer, as it turns out. Maybe even more appealing than 
crossing over the Jordan in the first place.  The opportunity to turn back time, 
undo past mistakes, right your wrongs.  It’s like optimism glazed with nostalgia.  
So the people are lining up.  
 
And there’s another reason why John the Baptist is drawing big crowds. He’s 
hinting at a Messiah.  He is hinting that the long-awaited Savior of the Israelite 
people is coming, after so many years at the hands of foreign powers.  The people 

                                                      
2 “Jewish Ritual Bath Makes A Comeback.”   
https://www.mikvah.org/article/jewish_ritual_bath_makes_a_comeback 
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are not just hungry for personal forgiveness.  They are longing for a new way of 
being – a new community that is defined by freedom.  That’s what is in the air.  
That’s why the people come.  A new Moses.  A new Jordan.  A new start.  
 
And John is not claiming to be the Messiah.  He’s pointing, as always, to Jesus.  
“One more powerful than me is coming,” he says.  “I baptize with water, but he 
will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.”  
 
And just like that, Jesus appears, asking to be baptized by John. This is the first 
appearance of adult Jesus in the Gospels.  Consider this: the birth of Jesus is 
recorded in only two Gospels: Matthew and Luke.  But the baptism of Jesus is 
mentioned in six books of the Bible: Matthew, Mark, Luke, John, Acts, and 
Romans. This is an important moment and its also an ironic moment. John has 
just finished saying that Jesus is more powerful than him.  And now Jesus asks to 
be baptized by John. 
 
As you might imagine, this moment has caused all kinds of headaches for 
theologians.  They are eager to claim that Jesus would have had no need to be 
baptized. No sins to be forgiven.  Etc.  So what is he doing?  
 
As Jesus emerges from the water, Mark tells us that the heavens “were torn apart 
and the Spirit descended like a dove on him.”  This is when the famous voice from 
heaven says, “You are my Son, the Beloved, in you I am well pleased.”   
 
The story is told in all four Gospels, but only Mark uses this striking phrase – “torn 
apart.”  Matthew and Luke say that the heavens were “opened.” Things that are 
opened can be closed again, right?  But for Mark, the heavens are “torn apart,” a 
permanent, irreparable, and completed action.  The Greek verb is the same used 
at the end of Jesus’ life, when the Temple curtain is torn in half at the moment of 
Jesus’ death.  In both cases, the effect is the same.  Barriers have been broken 
and God is now visible in ways previously only scarcely imagined.   
 
“You are my Beloved Son.”   
 
See, I don’t think Jesus asked to be baptized in order to be cleaned or purified.  I 
believe he asked to be baptized in order to transform baptism.  I think the 
moment makes more sense as a crossing than a cleansing.  Just as the Israelite 
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people crossed the Red Sea to freedom, the Jordan River to Promised Land, Jesus 
passes through his own “ordeal of water” to signify the end of one era and the 
beginning of another.  It’s difficult to overstate what that might mean for us, the 
chronically self-improving ones.   
 

*** 
 
It was a little over a year ago when City Councilwoman Rikki Spector was 
assaulted outside of her car in a parking garage on Key Highway. You all will 
probably remember this incident – it was all over the local news. 3 Spector had 
been a member of City Council for 37 years and was two weeks away from 
retirement.  She was nearly 80 years old at the time of the attack, which was an 
attempted carjacking.   
 
She was stopped from entering her car by two teenage boys.  They pushed her 
against the car and struck her face.  They took her car keys and threw her to the 
ground.  They tried to drive her car out of the garage but were stopped at the 
gate by two maintenance men who had heard her screaming.  The boys were just 
13 and 15 years old.   
 
When this incident happened, it became part of a narrative very similar to the 
one sweeping Baltimore City now.  What has happened to our community, people 
asked themselves, when even our oldest elected officials are not safe?  
 
Spector decided to attend the boys’ court hearing.  She showed up in court with a 
bruised face and a black eye. She approached the older boy and simply said, “Kids 
don’t hit grown-ups.” She said the boy burst into tears and gave her a hug.  
 
“That was in the courtroom,” she remembers.  “I knew I was hooked.  I was going 
to be there.”  She learned that boys lived in Carrollton Ridge, a neighborhood with 
an average income of $25,000.  The younger boy lived in a home with no 
electricity and that he had only attended school for two days in the whole fall 
semester. 
 

                                                      
3 http://www.baltimoresun.com/news/maryland/baltimore-city/bs-md-ci-spector-carjacking-
mentoring-20171218-story.html 



 6 

“I was so sad, what we did to her, especially when I seen her face,” the boy said. 
“I was like we couldn’t have done this. Not this bad. But it turns out we did. It just 
broke my heart.” 
 
That moment of encounter was the beginning of a year-long relationship.  Spector 
met with the boys repeatedly during their house arrest.  She asked for and 
received permission for the boys to leave home in the afternoons to work for a 
catering company.  By the time they were released, she had assembled a team of 
coaches and mentors from a non-profit called UEmpower Maryland to 
aggressively engage them.  She’s helped get the boys plugged into after school 
cooking classes and working with tutors.  One evening they made a dinner for 
Spector and delivered it to her home.  “I didn’t think she was going to take it,” the 
older boy said. “When she tasted it, I felt good in myself.” 
 
Now, a year after the car-jacking, both boys are enrolled in school and their 
grades are improving.   
 
This past December, Spector invited both boys to attend worship at her 
Synagogue.  She presented each child with an award in front of her congregation 
to acknowledge the progress they have made.  The boys, who had once struck her 
in the face, smiled shyly as they received applause from the room.  “It was a lot of 
people,” one boy said. “I thought they were going to be ashamed of my actions. 
But a lot of people started shaking my hand and said they were proud of me.” 
 

*** 
 
To me, the key to understanding the way Jesus transformed the baptism ritual is 
understanding the difference between affirmation and acceptance.  Our world 
revolves around affirmations.  Look at the language of our social media.  How 
many views did your photograph receive?  How many people “like” your status?  
How many friends do you have?  How many followers?  So much of our labor in 
the world revolves around unspoken rubrics of success and failure.  Our weight.  
Our age.  Our income.  Our grandchildren.  The list goes on and on.  And New 
Year’s resolutions are just another way of playing the numbers game.  Which is 
why we recoil from them even as we can’t resist them.  
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Our culture revolves around affirmation. But what we truly hunger for – each and 
every one of us, at some level – is acceptance. To be welcomed, loved, and 
included, not because of our accomplishments, but in spite of them.   
 
This is not to say that our actions don’t matter.  Part of what I found so moving 
about the story of Rikki Spector is that the wrongdoing of the boys who assaulted 
her was neither minimized or excused.  They did their time. They were full of 
remorse.  But note that neither punishment nor remorse were the catalyst for 
their transformation.  It was their acceptance.  It was an eighty-year old woman 
championing their lives.  It was someone saying, well before they deserved it, 
“You are my Beloved.  In you, I am well-pleased.” Sometimes we have to live into 
our truth.  Someone we need to hear someone say it first.  
 
In our Reformed tradition, the baptism moment signifies exactly this.  Before you 
were born, God knew you.  Before you had a name, you were loved.  Before you 
had any understanding of who you were or who you would become or how 
seriously you would screw up, the one who separated light from dark and life 
from death looked at you and said, “This is good.”  
 
And this is not about inflating our self-esteem or glossing over our problems.  Just 
like crossing the Jordan River, this is about liberation.  God’s love is always about 
liberation.  What could we do if we were not so afraid?  How might we love the 
world if we trusted in our God, in the depth of God’s love for us?   
 
The writers of the Gospels understood that this moment in Jesus’ life was not just 
a milestone but the foundation for all that comes after.  The water marked Jesus 
as Beloved.  And that allowed him to love the world in return.  
 
The water is not magic.  It is a sign and symbol of something that is very difficult 
to express.  Regardless of whether or not you’ve been formally baptized, hear this 
Good News: there is no status quo life, no crime or credential that God will not 
tear apart to make it clear that we are cherished and free to love.  Sometimes we 
need to hear it to live into it.  So hear it: 
 
You are God’s beloved.  In you, God is well-pleased.  Amen.  
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