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Mark 1:4-11
When we venture into space we search for water, because without water there is no life. So send those amazing little rovers, Spirit and Opportunity, to Mars, to look for traces of life, because we know that once, at least, there were rivers of water on Mars. Our science can perhaps be seen as confirming what was dimly sensed by an anonymous author some 2500 years ago, an author who stretched imagination and language to their limits in an attempt to describe a time before time, when all that existed was water and wind and fire – “In the beginning”. These, our writer tells us, are the foundation stones upon which our world is built; and yet below even them is the God whose will shapes even water, wind, and fire to serve God’s purposes.
And now we consider ourselves masters of water, wind, and fire. I suppose we are. But ask the people of Longmont, Colorado whose homes and possessions were threatened and in some cases destroyed by wildfire this week. Or ask the people of Galveston, Texas, who saw water and wind wipe their homes from the face of the earth this summer. Our mastery is far from complete.
Yes, all these thoughts have to do with baptism. Yet because it is all written down in a book with directions on how to move from step one to step two and so on; because the vast majority of us have no memories whatsoever of our own baptisms; and especially because we think of baptism our ritual which we perform over our children; for all these reasons we forget. We forget that baptism carries us back to that time before time, the time of water, wind, and fire in all their primeval ferocity. We forget that baptism is the water that drowns us, the wind that scatters us, the fire that consumes us. And underneath it all is the God whose will shapes and re-shapes us to serve God’s purposes.
Do I over-state the case?

“So tell me what happened when you were baptized,” Paul asks a group of people in Ephesus. “Well, nothing much at all,” they replied. So Paul showed them what it meant to be baptized into Jesus. Paul was always very clear on this, that to be baptized in the name of Jesus was to be baptized into his death. Baptism is the point at which we die with Jesus on the Cross in the hope that one day we shall be raised with him to new life. Until then we are, so to speak, washed up on the beach, blown off course, left as pilgrims and sojourners, knowing only that wherever we are, we are a long, long way from home.
German theologian and martyr Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote, “When Christ calls a man, he bids him come and die.”  Or a woman. Or a child. The call of Christ in our lives is always a call to a sort of death. A call to live in this old world knowing that it is passing away all the while witnessing to life in a new world knowing that it is beyond our power to create it. In Bonhoeffer’s case, he understood it to be a call to leave the safety of New York and to return to Nazi Germany, where he worked to overthrow Hitler’s regime. He was arrested in 1943 and executed in 1945. Was he right? People have been arguing that ever since. I think that the point is that he was trying to be faithful. He instinctively knew – as I believe we all know – that when the center of your faith is the Son of God dying on a cross, then the faithful path will rarely be easy or convenient, but the costliest of all.
And so I wonder today about Holy Apostles, this little church that has the nerve to take as its mission statement the words of our baptismal covenant. For these words are God’s words. Not a description of what we are willing to do – for indeed when we renew our covenant this morning we are bound to notice how far short we fall – rather, then, a call to how we must live as God’s daughters and sons.
For this we know we share with Jesus himself, this moment of water, wind, and fire, this moment of death and new birth, this sacrament called baptism. This we share with Jesus himself – God claiming us as God’s beloved children, and crowning us with God’s good pleasure and blessing. If we do not remember, if we did not hear that joy echoing from the heavens, then let us hear it today; and so hearing, let us follow.
