Baptism of Jesus	 Rev Sarah
In today’s gospel, we are only four verses into Mark’s account of the good news of Christ Jesus the Son of God, and we have already reached Jesus’ baptism. No manger, shepherds or wise men here!
The baptism offered by John involved immersion or dipping in water as an indication of repentance for sin. John is clear that this transformation is essential preparation for the anticipated arrival of the one ‘who will baptise you with the Holy Spirit’ (Mark 1. 8). Jesus, as the messiah, has no need for forgiveness of sin, yet he insists on being baptised by John.
When Jesus emerges from the waters of baptism, the heavens are torn apart. The word used indicates that there is a shifting in the very firmament referred to in the creation account. There are echoes here of Isaiah's plea for God to ‘rend the heavens and come down’ (Isaiah 64:1). Mark’s gospel will use this word again to describe the ripping of the veil in the temple from top to bottom at Jesus’ death, indicating a further tearing down of the barriers between God and creation. On both occasions it is followed by confirmation of Jesus’ nature. Here we are told that the Spirit descends into Jesus like a dove, and God gives his approval of Jesus’ identity and authority – ‘You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.’ 
At the end of Matthew’s gospel Jesus will command us to baptise new disciples. Although this passage may be a later addition, it does appear to reflect the understanding of the early church. Even when new groups of Christians were spread over a wide area, they all seem to have practised baptism as an entry sacrament, showing forgiveness of sins, union with Christ, and incorporation into the Christian community. The Anglican theologian, Paul Avis, reminds us that baptism is more than a Christian initiation for an individual, but also ‘the foundation of the church itself, the source of its life’. This means that baptism is important to each of us as individuals and also for us a Christian community. 
If you were baptised as an infant you are unlikely to remember it, but I wonder if you have been told anything about the event? Often we know very little about our own baptisms although we can be confident that it will have followed the same pattern as that of Jesus, with water flowing over our head and the anointing of the Holy Spirit – symbolic of passing through death to new life, as we were cleansed, forgiven and restored. Exploring this baptised identity is a key part of our shared life as disciples of Christ together. 
Theologian Gregory Jones describes it like this: ‘Baptism is the sacrament that signifies our forgiveness of sin by God. More generally, baptism into Christ’s death and resurrection signifies our transition from one world – a world marked by sin, destruction and death – into the world of God’s Kingdom, a world marked by forgiveness, love and new life. This signifies both our new birth and the initiation of our journey into Christian forgiveness as citizens of God’s…Kingdom.’
This new life, cleansed from sin and restored to relationship with God, is surely a cause for rejoicing and celebration within the church. If we believe that something really significant happens at baptism then we should be clear about this with the families we meet and also reflect it in our actions. One practical suggestion is to create a team of baptism visitors who build relationship with each baptism family. In order to encourage children to tell the story of their baptism as they grow, we could provide resources to enable this. We already have a really successful system for sending cards to baptism families; perhaps some might appreciate a phone call or an invitation to our next family -friendly event. My observation is that there are many within our local community who feel a link to this church, but don’t feel quite at home yet.
From this perspective, baptism is seen as far more than an event in our past or something that the church ‘does’; it is a joyful sacrament offering a restored life as a disciple of Christ. Thanks be to God!
