St Lawrence 18.02.18
I’m sure it won’t have escaped your notice that there’s a bit of a paradox in the
account of events outlined in today’s Gospel reading from Mark.
John the Baptizer has appeared on the scene proclaiming a “baptism of repentance
for the forgiveness of sins” Then onto the scene comes Jesus, the one whom the
Christian Church has consistently presented as the only human being ever to be
completely innocent, totally sinless. Yet here he is submitting himself to John’s
“baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins”! Why? If he’s not guilty, why
repent? Why go through a symbolic act to signify being washed of faults you haven’t
got and receiving forgiveness for something you haven’t done? What’s going on
here?
Let me offer a few thoughts.
First, I’m well aware that there is a good deal of controversy not only amongst
scholars but also amongst ourselves – family, friends, fellow-worshippers - as to the
actual identity of Jesus. I know there are people sitting here now who just can’t bring
themselves to accept what I regard as the basic Christian belief that Jesus and God
are one and the same. You’ve heard it so many times – “In the beginning was the
Word; and the Word was with God, and the Word was God……and the Word
became flesh and lived amongst us…”. We read and hear of Jesus’ astounding
statement to Philip “He who has seen me has seen the Father”. We say it (or
perhaps you avoid saying it!) each week in the Creed when we talk of Jesus as
being “of one being with the Father”. You hear me, amongst many others, saying it
from the pulpit or from whatever equivalent to a soap-box I’m offered.
If we’re wrong, of course, there’s no problem. There’s no such thing as a sinless
person so there’s no reason why he, or you, or I should not go through a baptism of
repentance for forgiveness of sins.
But what if we’re right?
In that case here, I believe, is yet another example of what an extraordinary act of
sacrifice it is for the God whom we worship as the Power and Mind behind the entire
universe to become human. Not only does it involve emptying yourself so much that
you can only be in one place at a time; that you are as likely to catch flu or get run
over by a chariot as the next person; that you go through sadness, loneliness, anger,
pain, bereavement and frustration, emotional feelings that God is not essentially
subject to (I choose my words with theological care!); not only so mortal that you,
therefore, experience physical death when people nail you to a cross and stick a
spear in your side; but also that you take on yourself the very guilt that marks out
fallen humanity even though you yourself are totally innocent. Now that really is
‘kenosis’, an emptying of yourself of everything that marks you out as being wholly
other and different from mortal humans. That’s what it means to be God Incarnate,

God become human, fully God yet fully man. That’s the length and depth to which
God is prepared to go, and for no other reason than to ‘save’ us, whatever that may
mean, if we’ve got it right, as I believe we have.
And in an infinitely less significant way that’s why we, in public general confessions
and penitential statements, find ourselves required to take on corporate guilt for sins
we almost certainly have never personally committed but are part and parcel of the
shame of membership of the human race. How many times in acts of public worship
we have been required to state that we have done this and that and I’ve wanted to
say “No, actually I don’t think I have!” - but my more enlightened self has realised
that I am, none-the-less, an equally sinful member of a fallen humanity that is all too
prone to committing dreadful acts of inhumanity. I have not personally done those
terrible things we have heard about in the News this week (and practically every
other week of our lives), but I am a member of the human race which has. I am
identified with it. Is this not what Jesus is doing when he identifies himself with a
baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins?
Here’s another thought. Was this ‘baptism’ moment also the moment for Jesus to
signify publicly that the time had now come for him to leave behind whatever had
gone before and embark on a new chapter in his life, in this case the Mission for
which he had come. It does seem to me significant that immediately after this public
statement of baptism, as it were, he went away to spend time preparing himself for a
new phase of life. Could it be, perhaps, that this period of Lent - itself carefully
designed, of course, to be as close as possible to the same length of time that Jesus
spent preparing himself for his new chapter - is the very time for you to spend
preparing yourself for some new chapter in your life, even if you’re not yet really
quite sure what that chapter may involve? Could it be some new call on your time
and expertise, some new step in career, a calling, a vocation – could it even be to
some form of ordained ministry?
Six weeks of giving up biscuits or chocolate or whatever else is one thing, and, I’ve
no doubt highly commendable. But six weeks reflectively, thoughtfully and prayerfully
considering whether this is the moment to consider some significant change in your
life circumstances would be much more rewarding. “There is a tide in the affairs of
men” wrote Shakespeare “which taken at the flood leads to fortune; omitted, all the
voyage is bound in shallows and in miseries”. Something of an exaggeration, I
suspect, but is this, perhaps, your time – or mine - for significant change?
A final thought. There was a new mood sweeping through the Jewish culture; a
fresh approach to the rather tired, age old long established rule of the Law coupled
with an over confident assumption that as the Children of Abraham they, the Jews,
were above any reproach. Suddenly, blatantly onto the public scene had come John,
the Baptizer, immediately recognizable, impossible to ignore, with his powerful call
for the Jewish people themselves to repent and be baptized. Not the Gentiles, not

even the semi-Jewish god-fearers – they, the Jewish people themselves, the very
Children of Abraham – they were the ones, he declared, who must repent and be
baptized for the forgiveness of sins! There was something mesmeric about the man
behind the mission, something undeniable about the mission and the message. And
the very one for whom the Baptizer came to prepare the way, now became the one
to identify himself wholly with the Mission, the revolutionary Movement that was
designed to bring about the Kingdom itself.
Is this, for us, the real Lenten challenge – to identify ourselves openly and
unashamedly with the Movement, the Christian Mission, the establishment in the
hearts and minds of the people around us and, through them, perhaps even of those
who are beyond our reach, of the Kingdom of the God on whom this fallen humanity
largely has turned its back? Yes, there’s a challenge to attend the meetings, the
housegroups, the seminars, the acts of worship which our Lenten programmes
might offers us – by no means neglect them – but is the real challenge to be seen
and heard to be as openly identified with the Mission of the Kingdom as Jesus was
with the reforming baptism of John.
It is, I believe, a call for us as church members collectively and individually no longer
to be shy or reserved about being known to be agents of the Kingdom. I don’t mean
time for us to be arrogant, or self-righteous, or to put the kind of emotional pressure
on vulnerable people that can so easily and unfairly lead them to become dependent
on us for their emotional and spiritual wellbeing. No, I mean to be evangelists, to be
champions of the Movement, the Mission, the establishment of the Kingdom. It’s
what we’re here for; it’s what this church and all other churches are here for; it’s what
this Service is here for. It’s not for our own familiar comfort, our personal weekly
battery recharging, our self-development. “Every time we do this, we proclaim the
Lord’s death until he comes” – it’s there as one of the alternatives for us to say in this
very act of Communion. That’s what we’re here to do. As a worshipping Christian
you don’t have to be an evangelical, though personally I’m not embarrassed or
ashamed to be given that label – well, not often anyway! But you do have to be
evangelistic, to identify yourself openly with the Mission to bring about the Kingdom
of God in the lives of members of this fallen human race.
That’s what I see as the challenge thrown out to us by the actions of the sinless Godmade-man when he went through his baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of
sins. To quote from the Bible, go and do likewise!
Amen.
Brian Hibberd
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on us for their emotional and spiritual wellbeing. No, I mean to be evangelists, to be
champions of the Movement, the Mission, the establishment of the Kingdom. It’s
what we’re here for; it’s what this church and all other churches are here for; it’s what
this Service is here for. It’s not for our own familiar comfort, our personal weekly
battery recharging, our self-development. “Every time we do this, we proclaim the
Lord’s death until he comes” – it’s there as one of the alternatives for us to say in this
very act of Communion. That’s what we’re here to do. As a worshipping Christian
you don’t have to be an evangelical, though personally I’m not embarrassed or
ashamed to be given that label – well, not often anyway! But you do have to be
evangelistic, to identify yourself openly with the Mission to bring about the Kingdom
of God in the lives of members of this fallen human race.
That’s what I see as the challenge thrown out to us by the actions of the sinless Godmade-man when he went through his baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of
sins. To quote from the Bible, go and do likewise!
Amen.
Brian Hibberd

