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Our bus turned off the main highway onto a long drive. In the distance we saw a dip
in the desert tinged with green—the Jordan River where Jesus was baptized. Almost
exactly a year ago, we’d been together for days, seeing places, meeting people
beautiful, moving, and troubling; (getting to know and tolerating one another like
family). You know what I mean?! Many expected this stop below sea level to be a
high point on our pilgrim journey. Excitement. Curiosity. Longing. To stand where
Jesus was. To feel the Spirit, intimately with the Holy One. Renewed faith. Inspired
purpose. Empowered life.
Our bus turned onto a long drive … and soon rolled to a stop. “What is this?!” our
leader exclaimed. “I’ve never seen this before!” He jumped out to investigate and
guide us. We crawled through a line of parked busses and found a spot near an iron
fence with a large yellow sign warning: Danger! Mines! We walked around the
fenced area and through crowds in gloriously colorful full-length attire, many
identical. Ethiopian Orthodox Christians celebrated Baptism of the Lord Sunday—a
high holy day in their tradition. Singing, dancing, praying in large groups scattered
all around, lining up for their appointed time slot down to the river. No way were we
getting to that water that day! Disappointing. And mind-blowingly, heart-burstingly
marvelous. There to commemorate the sacrament connecting us with all followers
of Jesus. Engulfed with such joy, beauty, energy, part of something so much larger
than our little band of wanderers. And as we lingered in an overlook above the river,
the view of bulletin picture, three doves circled above.

Experiencing those crowds, each human with a unique story, made our return days
later more meaningful. Eerily empty by comparison. Virtually alone, silent. As
intimate as it had been vibrant. Powerful. Tearful. Maybe healing. Inspiring.
Friends, beyond that desert place on a disputed border, where muddy water flowed
and soldiers floated nearby in an inflatable boat with rifles at the ready. As I
anointed with that water laying hands on each person and in turn received from
Chrissy. It felt so poignant because of wider relationships beyond that moment.
Conversations, baptisms, meetings, laughter and tears, conflicts and insights we
share every day. Personally intimate and communally interdependent.
Crowds of people had gone there to the Jordan, as Matthew tells the story. Then he
imagines with us the intimate moment for Jesus. Heavens open and the Spirit hovers
like a dove gently alighting upon him. Jews who heard Matthew’s tale would
remember Genesis—God’s Spirit hovering over waters creating, calling forth life.
And all the stories about God’s people passing through waters to begin a new life.
Now God calls forth that new-life-giving power in Jesus. It’s the beginning of his
ministry, his call and commissioning as Emmanuel. Jesus makes real the great
promise of God-with-us fully, unfailingly … even amidst looming threats—Herod’s
baby massacre at his birth and a mine field of other explosive people and powers
he’ll walk around and guide others through on his journey ahead. The Spirit settles
on Jesus, arises inside him, as a heavenly voice declares: you are my Beloved. And
that’s what Jesus conveys to all he meets, heals, teaches, walks with and leads along
the way. You are beloved. Friends, when we come to the font we know we’re
beloved children of God. And we join Jesus’ covenant movement. We become part
of his life. We share his presence. We live his power. We do his purpose—creating
beloved community.

And we know: as we try to hear and believe that divine voice, threats to our
common calling loom in our lives, too. Illnesses, loss and transition, selfishness and
apathy in our personal lives. Insensitivity, conflicts and lingering past hurts in our
relationships. Bias in society, consequences of choices by people in power, anxiety
about recent events and the direction of our world. Potential explosiveness under the
surface of our minds and hearts. Maybe sometimes we should have a yellow sign on
us: warning! danger!
We want to get to the Jordan River. We remember our baptism. We remember
children, wails unleashed when they’re tipped over by someone with a strange face,
head soaked in this unfamiliar place. We remember that for all the innocent
goodness and beauty of infants reflected in our adoring smiles. Or for all the joy,
gratitude, maybe peace, and impelling intent we feel as adults. The promise of
baptism is not life will be bliss; we’ll be perfectly righteous. No, we’re human. Our
world is broken. Still nothing separates us from Holy Love. God claims us. God
calls us. We commit to hoping, persisting, pursuing the ways of God’s love to the
greatest reach of hearts, voices, and hands.
And it sure would be nice if Jesus came back to sit in front of our bus, leading where
we need to go. I’m not into bashing elected leaders, at any level. Everyone is
human. Our only Messiah is Jesus. Still I long for strong, clear, wise leadership;
especially when we say: “What is this going on?” Leadership to find holy goodness
in each person despite demonizing polarities our society tries to popularize. To chart
our course through all the conflict and fear and real concerns that weigh upon our
hearts and minds.
Isaiah tried to lead his people through emotional mine fields of their time. Jerusalem
conquered. Temple in rubble. Life and faith ruined. Transported off, as captives in
Babylon. Longing to know: is God with us even here? Looking for hope, meaning

and purpose in an enemy land. Here’s what servant leadership looks like, Isaiah says
in the divine voice. Justice—naming what isn’t right and reordering life, personally
and together. That means power, resources, choices so all people and community
and creation flourishes as God intends. Justice pursued with gentleness—protecting
the weak and vulnerable until strong enough to stand on their own, healing bruises,
shielding dimly burning wicks of the spirit inside someone until it flares with
inspiration again. I’ve called you in righteousness, God says, taken you by the hand,
kept you, given you as a sacred covenant, a light for all peoples.
I wonder if for Isaiah’s people that seemed a bit like or Disney Princess Belle or our
beloved Amy Anderson or maybe gentle, loyal George Gerpheide (remember
George?) getting elected president! We know Isaiah’s peaceable kingdom—lions
and lambs together, innocent children playing with serpents, desert wilderness
blooming abundantly. We like it. We assume that’s the Bible. Still, how different,
even shocking, it must have been compared to other powerful leaders long ago.
How different than posturing, puffed-up, impudent, infallible, “I’m the best”
aggressive people we know today. No names. It transcends parties and nations.
Think of this past week … drone assassination and missile retaliation, impeachment
and incessant combating pundits. Think of months ahead on campaign trails.
“Here is my servant, my beloved who delights my soul,” God says: no brash voice,
no abusive, injurious behavior … the justice of vision for all who see no goodness in
life, freedom for people imprisoned in dark dungeons of despair. Scholars discuss
exactly what leader Isaiah has in mind. Christians use this passage to frame how we
see Jesus. Historically, Isaiah likely referred to a king named Cyrus from what is
modern Iran who conquered Babylon and sent the Jews home. Really, Isaiah implies
and impels all God’s people in ancient Israel and all of us to live that covenant love,
to enlighten all nations, to lead the pursuit of justice, freedom, and fullness of peace.

No one person. All of us together. That’s how we live and serve as Presbyterians.
And in that bond of living faith, we believe the risen Christ lives among us! Each
person with valued wisdom and experience, stronger, clearer when we hold and use
our resources in common. So, what about us, then? our covenant movement? The
church in current culture? Often, I get little gifts of clipped newspaper articles and
email links. Thank you. Not all good news. Still I like getting them! And amid
challenges we face, here is good leadership I see, I remember in Christ as we answer
the common calling of our baptism.
Over lunch with a member soon to be ordained and installed, we talked about life
and disciplines of faith, and leadership. He quoted Richard Rohr: “Affirming
people’s potential is more important than reminding them of their brokenness.”i He
gave me a book about effective leadership—urging positive expectations like Rohr
said, building interdependence, and sensing a “Mission from God.” “… connecting
the work that fills our days with a purpose bigger than all of us”—like building a
cathedral. We believe, we give our hearts, hands, minds, abilities, vitality so
completely to this mission we share. It becomes part of us and we become part of
it—who we are and want to be and how we live and serve. However small our bit,
we know we’re vital to the “Cathedral’s” success.ii
After worship last week, she shed hopeless tears about personal life and events of
the world. Somehow, she got around the mine field. She returned to our
conversation days later by email with a blog post link. “Didn't you say you were a
believer?” the author writes. Didn't you pledge to listen to a voice greater? Didn't
you seek grace? Don't you remember … Our task is not fixing the entire world all at
once. We stretch out to mend part of the world that’s within our reach. Any small,
calm thing that one soul can do to help another soul, to heal a portion of this poor
suffering world helps immensely. Dramatic change is more a tipping toward
enduring good by accumulation of acts, adding, adding more, continuing eternally.iii

Today, we’ve turned off the highways of our lives to stop here where Jesus has been
before. To remember his baptism and our baptism as we ordain and install and
inspire leaders of our church to serve God’s purposes in Christ among us. Soon
they’ll get around whatever little mine fields in mind and heart to gather around our
font. From personal questions: “I do (promise).” “I will, with God’s help.”
To questions for all of us: “Do we accept … Do we agree …” Finally, we reach out
our hands and lay them in prayer—the spirit of God descending like a dove and
alighting on each person. Renewed faith. Inspired purpose. Empowered life.
In years past anyone who’s been previously ordained has come crowded around,
crammed in trying to get a hand on. It’s been tight. And some feel left out. Others
who’ve never been ordained want to share the moment also. So, this year, we’re
trying something new. Active deacons and elders who have been serving and will
continue in the coming year will come forward to join their companions. And to
share in that moment, together, in the spirit of Isaiah’s vision for who we all can be
as servant leaders, at best … all the rest of us will stand, reach out our hearts and
hands and make a connection with one another. We need your help. We have gaps
to fill—someone else’s hand to grasp. Just as we do, at best, when this hour ends
and we leave this cathedral, this sanctuary, to reach out and create sanctuary—that
is, life flourishing fully, for all people and creation. I hope this high point inspires
our commitment—as personally intimate as “Here I Am, Lord;” and communally
interdependent, ever as partners in Christ’s service. It is our common calling!
Thanks be to God. Amen.
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