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Epiphany: Creation’s New Revelation 
Reflection for 17 January 2021—Baptism of Jesus 
Genesis 1:1–5; Psalm 29; Mark 1:4–11; Acts 19:1–7 
Rev. Dr. Barbara Fullerton, East Plains United Church, Burlington 

 

A certain man was stumbling through the woods, totally drunk, when he came upon a 
preacher baptizing people in the river. He proceeds into the water, subsequently 
bumping into the preacher. The preacher turns around and is almost overcome by the 
smell of alcohol, and she asks the intoxicated men, "Are you ready to find Jesus?" He 
shouts, "Yes, I am." 
 
So the preacher grabs him and dunks him in the water. She pulls him back and asks, 
"Brother, have you found Jesus?" The man replies, "No, I haven't found Jesus!" The 
preacher, shocked at the answer, dunks him again but for a little longer. She again 
pulls him out of the water and asks, "Have you found Jesus, brother?" He answers, 
"No, I haven't found Jesus!" 
  
By this time, the preacher is at her wits end and dunks the man again—but this time 
holds him down for about 30 seconds. When he begins kicking his arms and legs 
about, she pulls him up. The preacher again asks, "For the love of God, have you 
found Jesus?" 
  

(Ready?)…  The man staggers upright, wipes his eyes, coughs up a bit of water, 
catches his breath, and says to the preacher, "Are you sure this is where he fell in?” 
  

Sometimes we just don’t get what some of the rituals of the church, such as baptism, 

are all about. I happen to think that neither of the characters in that joke do. Ask me. 

After my first baptism at St. Paul’s United Church in Paris, I was chairing a meeting of 

the Trustees when a knock on the door drew me into the corridor. I was told that a 

young couple wanted to speak with me. After exchanging greetings, they blurted out: 

“We want to be baptised.” Thinking it was an emotional response, having witnessed 

the lively baptism service that morning (you haven’t seen one of my baptisms yet!),       

I replied that it couldn’t be right then. I explained that it is an act of the community, not 

private, and after a period of instruction. They quickly responded that they understood 

that, had been talking about it together for some time, worshipped with us on the spur 

of the moment that morning, and both felt warmed by the experienced and wanted to 

make an appointment to speak with me. They understood what they were doing. 

Ritual washing of various sorts was and is common to many faiths. The symbolism is 

easy to understand; water is cleansing, refreshing, reviving. When the crowds came to 

John the Baptist in the desert, they were already familiar with this sort of custom. Ritual 

baths symbolised a new start, the forgiveness of sins, the washing away of spiritual 
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uncleanness. In some ways this wasn’t anything very new in what John offered. What 

was new was the power of his preaching and the sense of urgency in it, with his strong 

emphasis on repentence. God’s kingdom was coming, he proclaimed, a kingdom of 

justice and righteousness, and he invited them to be prepared for it. John’s baptism 

with water was an invitation to signal their readiness to start a new life in this new 

kingdom.  

But John was clear. He was just the forerunner, and he knew that there was more to 

come. Specifically, the Messiah—God’s chosen one—was on the way, And when he 

came, his baptism would be different: not in water, but baptism in the Holy Spirit.  

And that’s where the whole thing seems a bit mysterious. We’ve seen lots of baptisms 

with water. But what is this baptism in the Holy Spirit about? 

Some Christian denominations would be very familiar with this concept. Have you ever 

been asked if you have been born again? For those of us baptised as infants and with 

life-long commitment as Christians, it can be an intrusive question. Those who ask it 

suggest that baptismal decisions by our parents do not count. (That is why we “affirm” 

the baptismal promises at our Confirmation, which also is often done at a very young 

age, as young teens.) The young couple I mentioned above made their decision as 

adults. The day their first child was born, I held her in the hospital. A few weeks later,    

I presumptuously asked about setting a date for her baptism, to which they responded: 

“not so fast!” The mom, raised Baptist, wanted to let their children make their own 

decision about baptism when they were older. And they will. 

Pentecostal and Charismatic churches take their name from the experience on the Day 

of Pentecost when the Holy Spirit descended on the apostles, filling—baptising—them 

in the power of God. In a Pentecostal church, one may hear people speak in tongues, 

share messages they believe have come from God, and worship in exuberant, 

spontaneous ways. Though it might seem quite strange if you are not used to it, it can 

also be very enriching to the faith of those who worship that way.  

Pentecostalism as it is practiced today stems back to revival movements in the late 

19th and early 20th century and to a widespread Charismatic renewal in the 1970’s. 

Movements like these have happened throughout the Church’s history, rising up 

somewhere or other in every age—including in the roots of our own denomination.  

Many United Churches, including East Plains, began as Methodist congregations. 

Methodism was born out of the experience of John Wesley, who was praying with 

others one evening when he found his heart “was strangely warmed,” as he put it. His 

faith came alive for him. It made sense to him in a new way, moving and changing him.  



3 
 

I had experiences like that, as a young person at worship at large Luther League 

conventions. They could be very emotionally-charged experiences. But I also 

experienced it as a pious teen in small groups, such as the after-school group that I 

and a few friends started in junior high school. Yes, we were not typical, but it was a 

deeply spiritual experience. More recently, I have felt it in Indigenous circles, especially 

in time spent with my spiritual director, a First Nations healer who is also a retired 

United Church minister  

In John Wesley’s case, it was that inner conviction, that sense of God’s presence, 

which made his preaching so powerful. It reached ordinary working class people in 

their thousands and not only transformed their lives, but transformed society as well.  

The passion of the Methodist movement fuelled all sorts of campaigns for social 

justice, empowering those who were marginalised, giving voice to the poor at a time 

when they often felt ignored by the established Anglican Church. 

Going back before that, at the Reformation, many new Christian groups sprang up, full 

of enthusiasm, liberated by the new-found permission they had to read the Bible for 

themselves and organise their own churches in new ways. 

The Quaker movement was born out of a belief that God’s Spirit could be at work 

within every person. Everyone had an “inner light” and the characteristic silence of 

Quaker meetings was there so that the words of God could emerge from it. That is why 

I sometimes incorporate a few moments of silence in our own worship. I don’t do it 

often enough. 

In the Middle Ages, there was an extraordinary flourishing of a whole variety of lay 

spiritual movements. Francis of Assisi, at the end of the 12th Century found himself 

intoxicated by God, overflowing with joy and love which transformed him from a 

wealthy playboy into a wandering preacher. Writings like those of Julian of Norwich in 

the 14th century are filled with an awareness of God’s Spirit.  

The Desert Mothers and Fathers of the 3rd and 4th centuries spoke of the possibility to 

“become all flame”—not just to live an inner spirituality that leads to personal peace, 

but to be open to being actively engaged by the love of God. I was moved to tears by  

a short reflection on this in a podcast on “Reflections on Orthodoxy in its Patristic and 

Monastic Heritage,” likely because my spirituality tends toward activism for social 

justice. (I had to shush my inner reaction to male pronouns for God to listen deeply.)i 

And of course, before that period, there were the New Testament churches, like the 

one in our final reading for today, where the Holy Spirit was expected to be present 

when Christians gathered together. It was what gave them the strength and the 

courage to endure persecution. 

https://www.ancientfaith.com/podcasts/holyfathers
https://www.ancientfaith.com/podcasts/holyfathers
https://www.ancientfaith.com/podcasts/holyfathers
https://www.ancientfaith.com/podcasts/holyfathers
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The Baptism of the Spirit comes in a great variety of ways. It isn’t just about exuberant, 

happy-clappy worship, or mystical phenomena. It comes when our faith stops being 

just something in our heads, and becomes something which affects the whole of our 

lives, transforming us from the inside out. 

Those movements across Christian history were united by their discovery that there 

was more to being a Christian than the earnest desire to do the right thing, or to 

worship beautifully, or to have high-flown theological ideas. It was about going where 

God led, growing as God invited them to. (Do you hear a theme of transition here?)  

It was seen in faith that had something vital and life-giving about it, that made such a 

difference to those who were caught up in it that they couldn’t just walk away from it, 

because it was filled with the Spirit’s fruits—love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 

goodness, gentleness, faithfulness and self-control, as St Paul describes them in a 

number of the Epistles, letters written to churches he had established across Asia 

Minor. 

John the Baptist points his followers forward to the one who can give them this kind of 

life, because he himself is filled with God’s Spirit.  

That’s why it matters that Jesus is baptised by John. By doing that he discovers, as do 

we, that—even there in the depths—he is the beloved child of God. And so are we. 

Even when we are in the depths of difficult times, as we are in this pandemic, we are 

beloved children of God. For, in baptism, we are immersed in God, filled with the life-

giving water of God’s Spirit. 

The story of Jesus’ baptism echoes the words from the beginning of the book of 

Genesis which we heard in our first reading, quite deliberately. Here too there’s water, 

chaotic and dark. Here too, the Spirit of God—the wind from God, the word for wind 

and Spirit are the same—comes sweeping over the water, bringing order out of it, 

which God declares to be good.  

The Epiphany stories tell us how God in Christ is at work bringing to birth a new creation. 

God does that by identifying with us, becoming as we are, becoming one of us. The 

stories of our faith that we study during Epiphany focus on that concept—that Jesus is 

Emmanuel, somehow God-with-us, showing us what God is like. 

Both in the pandemic and in recent events in both the U.S. and Canada, we have seen 

vivid reminders of the need for that new creation, for the work of the Spirit in our lives 

and our world.  

There has been widespread horror at the insurrection in the U.S., fuelled by incitement 

by the U.S. President. People have responded to this tragedy in various ways. 
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Personally, rather than distancing from it, I have identified more strongly as a U.S. citizen 

than I have in thirty years. As a dual citizen I am so proud to be Canadian, and am also 

feeling a commitment to my other country. “Je suis American.” It’s a recognition that I am 

part of  what happened there and that it affects us all. In a sense, that is what is 

happening when Jesus goes down into the waters of the River Jordan. He is declaring 

that he is one of us, sharing our lives. In Christ, God says “Je suis l'un des vôtres” to us 

too. 

 

But God goes further than that. It is one thing to identify with those who are victims; we 

all want to be seen to be on the side of innocence, freedom, and courage. What God 

does in being one of us is more than that. In Christ, God doesn’t just share the lives of 

the victims, but also shares the lives of the perpetrators. God doesn’t just come 

alongside the innocent who suffer, but alongside the guilty who cause their suffering. 

“Father forgive them, they do not know what they are doing,” Jesus prayed for those 

who nailed him to the cross. That’s good news for us all, because if God only sides 

with the innocent, what good would that be to any of us? None of us is innocent, not 

entirely. The roots of what happened in the U.S. go back through history. They grow 

from millennia of suspicion of the “other.” They are fed by our commonplace greed and 

apathy and the hunger for more than we have. And they are rooted in white privilege, 

white fragility, and white supremacy. 

When God says “I am one of you,” God also says “I am the terrorists, and the people 

who radicalised them and all of those who created or allowed the climate in which this 

kind of hatred grows, and those who looked the other way and couldn’t be bothered to 

challenge it.” We are all culpable. 

God doesn’t just stand alongside our suffering and grief; God also stands alongside us 

in our sin and failure. God drowns God’s self in our lives, going down into the depths 

with us, so that we might find ourselves drowned in God’s love, filled with God’s Spirit, 

for the new life God so desperately wants to create in us. 

 

 

 

 

i https://www.ancientfaith.com/podcasts/holyfathers/if_you_would_you_could_become_all_flame 
                                                             


