Sermon for Newsletter, “The Baptismal Waters” January 20, 2013

First United Church of Arvada Rev. Karin Kilpatric

Today’s passage describes one of the most important rituals in the life of the
Christian Church-- baptism. It is one of only two sacraments recognized in
Protestant churches. A sacrament is a ritual used to invite the sacred realm into the
human one. The Roman Catholic Church recognizes not only these two sacraments
but five other sacraments as well (matrimony, Last Rites, Confirmation, Confession,
Holy Orders). Christ’s baptism and the Last Supper are the two events that frame all
the other events of Christ’s earthly ministry. Christ’s baptism, initiates his ministry
and the Last Supper, or Communion, brings his earthly ministry to completion. The
word “ritual” comes from the Greek, “rheo” which means to flow, run, rush or
stream. A ritual or a “rite,” in Latin also called a “rivus,” is what we know as a river.
So, when one ar-rives at the baptismal font or the communion table, he or she is,

etymologically approaching the river. Ritual takes us, symbolically, into the river.

As his earthly life comes to a close, Jesus uses the occasion of the Passover meal to
offer his disciples a ritual by which to “re-member” him. The shared cup and the
loaf take on a power beyond themselves—a power that when brought to the table in
his name, will bring Christ back into their presence. When we take the word,
remember, apart--to “re-member” is to bring a member back. If the ritual
successfully retains its living power, it will bring those gathered on any day in time,
together with all the saints who have gathered around the communion table

throughout the generations.

Ritual is a powerful means of “re-membering,” but ritual can dry up. It can become
quite routine as we mindlessly go through the motions, merely because that is what
“good” Christians do. We can baptize our infant children or have communion on
Sunday because that is what you are obligated to do as a member of a Christian
church. Or we can become so somber about these sacraments in an effort to do
them properly--to show an almost superstitious deference to their high holy status--

that we become intimidated, denying the uniqueness of our own, individual,



experience of them. Jesus said, “Do this in remembrance of me.” Let my cup be your
cup. Let your memory of my words and actions infuse you with purpose and
wisdom and awe and curiosity and courage and compassion. “Re-member” me. Let

me live in you. Come alive with me. Be resurrected.

In a book entitled, Rituals of the Imagination, Tom Moore, speaks of ritual in a way
that makes picture sense to me. He says, “To be in ritual is to be in the river. (And
sense the river in you) One does not find baptism at the river; one finds the river in
baptism. It is the river one is searching for.” Itis the river we seek. When we
baptize a baby in this church, all who are gathered are invited to stand in the middle
of the river—into the elemental flow of life and like Jesus, with John the Baptist in
the Jordan, to sense the stirring of the divine spirit. It is a blessing not just for the
baby, or the proud parents, but for each one present. If a ritual doesn’t do this for
you or me perhaps we need to “rock the boat,” and fall into the river. Baptism as
Living ritual can create within us a sense of standing in the river and feeling life’s
flow—of respecting its current, of connecting us to others—of connecting us to the

mystery that flows around us and to the mystery that flows within us.

I recently read about an artist, I met thirty years ago, whose work of unique
religious imagery has hung in my house ever since. What she was doing in the
creation of her works was described in an on line blog by a woman named Sybil
Archibald. “When an artist learns to allow the (fecund) stream of Divine creativity
to flow through her without expectation or control, the artwork which is created
resonates with God. This artwork becomes a pivoting point from this world to the
next. But the goal is not to escape the physical and return to God, it is to join the two
worlds as one. Art can provide a powerful experience of the Divine in a way few
other things can. Another way to say this is that the artist steps into the stream and

invites the viewer to wade in the water.

Growing up in Missouri, rivers were a big part of my life. If you have ever navigated

a canoe down a winding river through the Ozark Hills, you know that one moment



the river can be calm and peaceful and you lean back and bask in the sun as you float
along. But the next moment it narrows and the current gets stronger and a tree that
was downed that past winter now partially blocks the river path and you have to
paddle madly to one side to avoid collision or getting hung up in the branches as the
current tugs powerfully at you. And then, just as suddenly, the water gets so
shallow that the canoe drags the gravel bottom and you must get out and wade

through the water and pull the canoe along.

The river is a force to contend with. It has a power that requires all who wade in it
to be alert as well as hopeful. It doesn’t just carry us along; it asks us to be present
to it. Like in all rituals of “re-membering” there is the potential for pain. In the
awareness of a ritual’s power there can be fear or trepidation about feelings that
might surface if we let ourselves sink into its waters. We can never know fully in
this life, where the river, or where we, come from or where the river, or where we,
are going—the exactness of the source or the destination. But we step in anyway.

We remember and we come alive.

In our church, we sprinkle babies’ heads with a few drops of water from a baptismal font,
but our Baptist church sisters and brothers went down to the water to be dunked and
when this became inconvenient, brought the baptistry right into the sanctuary, with steps
leading down into a pool beneath the platform. The believer was dunked backward into
the water, three times. The drama of this action, communicated a spiritual willingness to
be cleansed, to be healed, to be blessed by this ritual in the name of the Creator, the
Christ and the Holy Spirit. To go back to the water is to return to something more
elemental, more primordial, within us. After all, since the time we were born as human

babies onto this earth we have each been made up, mostly, of water.

Now, Baptism is baptism. One method isn’t more holy than another, but I think it is
helpful to imagine the flow of the water and the elemental power of it, even if we just

pour from a pitcher into the basin of a baptismal font and sprinkle an infant’s head.



The song we all sang this morning, “Wade in the Water” is a version of an old folk
song from the slave days in America. With its references to Moses, the Israelites and
the Holy Ghost and with its repeated refrain, “God’s gonna trouble the water,” it is
obviously a spiritual with Judeo/Christian roots. However its references are not
just otherworldly. This spiritual was also believed to have been a coded slave song
whose lyrics provided literal escape instructions for slaves. ‘Wade in the Water’ was
advice to the runaways on how to avoid being tracked by bloodhounds in their
escape to the north. There is a political as well as a spiritual meaning here. This
doesn’t make the song less religious, for religion is not a separation from our life in
this world, but a path for living it fully and meaningfully. The line which draws our
greatest attention in this song is the one that goes, “God’s gonna trouble the water.”
Why are we being invited so enthusiastically into troubled water? And why are we

told that God will be the one stirring things up?

The line, “God’s gonna trouble the water”, following the song’s invitation to “wade in
the water,” has many possible meanings. The most obvious being a reference to the
call of Moses to lead his people in faith into the water of the Red Sea and God’s act of
troubling the waters causing them to return, crashing back and covering Pharaoh’s
pursuing army. God’s Gonna Trouble the Water isn’t just a reference to the past
but a truth about the present. We are invited by God into troubled waters and
promised that within them we will find healing and deliverance. This is not
supernatural mumbo jumbo, but a vivid aspect of God’s action in history and human
life. We are called by God to leave our fears and step into the water—to enter the
flow of life. We are invited to escape whatever form of slavery binds us, whether it
was the literal slavery of the African-Americans during the middle of the 1800’s, or a
slavery to racial prejudice today. Enslavement comes from both around us and
within us. We are invited to escape the traps of our own unconscious fears, our
feelings of inadequacy, our arrogance or our cynicism, our greed, our violent spirits.
Yes, God’s gonna trouble the water. Wade on in where you can feel the water

streaming.



Life is meant to flow. Nothing that lives can remain stagnant or the same. The Greek
philosopher, Heraclites, said this about life. “You cannot step twice into the same
river, for other waters are continually flowing on.” No structures of security in this
world can be guaranteed to keep us safe forever. Hurricanes, fires, earthquakes,
famines, floods, and epidemics destroy lives. Financial institutions and
governments implode in on themselves almost over-night. The armed forces of a
nation devastate the cities of another. Civilizations are shattered by the ethnic or

religious factionalism within them leading to civil wars. We live in troubled waters.

In the midst of it all, God invites us to wade boldly into the waters of freedom,
freedom to seek what is most important in life for ourselves and to insist on justice
and mercy for others. Throughout history, the wind of God blows and the troubled
water stirs people out of their complacency—the blind naiveté that has allowed
them to accept the world’s evil. Over and over, the eyes and hearts of people have
been moved to reject the unjust structures of this world--American Slavery in the
mid-1800'’s, the exclusion of women in voting rights in the late 1800’s, the false devil
of communism in the 1950’s and 60’s, institutionalized poverty, which is callous to
the suffering of the poor in this, the wealthiest nation on earth, and rampant
violence, which massacres little children in their classrooms. People of faith
continue to step into the water, to take physical, financial and social risks to bring
compassionate change into this world. In history, God, or as some describe, the
angel of God, stirs the waters and paradoxically, though not without struggle and

pain, healing and deliverance come.

If the sacrament of baptism is to fill us with its grace, to bring its ritual sense deeply
into our own lives, then with each child that we baptize here, at First United Church
of Arvada, we must risk stepping into the river’s current and wade into the troubled

waters.



