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There’s one sure way to pick out the newcomers among the crowds of students who flood the streets 
downtown when classes begin at the College of Charleston: While the more experienced students have 
learned to pick up their feet when they walk, new students can often be seen tripping over all the uneven 
bricks in the sidewalks that line the streets around campus. And in Charlotte, newcomers can quickly 
identified by their incorrect use of the terms for the city center - Locals would tell you it’s called 
“Uptown,” not “Downtown.” Well, in New York, the telltale way to point out a newbies the maps. At 
least that was the case before smartphones, when I first visited the Big Apple. 

I traveled to New York City for the first time with my best friend and our mothers when we were 
sixteen, and all I wanted was to just blend in, but of course my mother was much more concerned with 
not getting lost, so she insisted on bringing out the huge foldable city map everywhere we went. She had 
our whole day mapped out, and after we left Rockefeller Center we took the subway to the Upper East 
side to go to Central Park. All we had to do was get off the subway, cross 5th Avenue, and we’d be there. 

As soon as we reached street level, we were blocked by a huge mob. The crowds were lined along 
the road 10-people deep. What our maps hadn’t told us is that 5th Avenue that day was the route of the 
Puerto Rican Day parade. We newcomers had no idea what we were about to encounter, but later learned 
that we were right in the path of “America’s Largest Cultural Celebration.” But my dear Southern mother 
grabbed our hands and somehow “sweet-talked” her way through the crowds, and got us across to the 
Park before the parade arrived! 

Well, we hear today in the story of the Baptism of our Lord about an unexpected mob gathering, 
not for a parade, but to see John the Baptist preaching repentance, calling them down to the Jordan to 
receive the baptism for the forgiveness of sin. The Gospel of Luke says that “crowds” were coming to 
John, and “all the people were baptized.” Wait... All what people? Who are all these people who came out 
here to listen to a guy dressed in camel’s hair, eating locusts, and crying out in the wilderness about sin!? 
When the Gospel of Mark describes this event, he says, it was people from “the whole Judean 
countryside” and “all the people of Jerusalem” who came to be baptized by John. 

What’s being described here is a massive cultural event occurring just outside the capital city… 
so I did a little research into this movement of the masses out to see John, and I found that it is actually 
documented in written history of the time – a historian named Josephus wrote about this event, saying that 
the crowds “massed about him, for they were very greatly moved by his words,” and that this movement 
was so big, King Herod “feared that such strong influence over the people might lead to a revolt.” 

Wow! How did he do it? How did John get such a wide response from the people, especially 
when he’s preaching about how sinful they’d been? I can guarantee you if I put on a fuzzy robe and went 
down into the Wando and started shouting about the sins of the world, great crowds of “all the people” of 
Charleston County would NOT come flocking out to hear me! So what got these people out in droves to 
see this wild-and-wooly prophet crying out in the wilderness? Why would they all leave the buzz of city 
life to go get doused with some muddy water by a guy who subsists on locusts and wild honey? 

Well, it probably wasn’t that the people of John’s day were just more in touch with their need for 
repentance than we are today. They were most likely not just experiencing a streak of popular piety, but 
instead, it’s more likely that they wanted something. Something more than remorse for their sin was 
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driving the crowds out into the wilderness. The people of Israel were turning back to God – making that 
u-turn as Pr. Kris put it - because they wanted something from him: Namely, to get Herod off their back.  

In their minds, they must have done SOMETHING very wrong to deserve God to punish them by 
letting their precious nation be occupied by the evil Roman empire, and governed by the murderous 
son-of-a-murderer, King Herod, and if this bug-eating prophet was offering redemption, they were all in, 
so to speak! They were ready to do whatever it took – leave town, confess, get dunked, do the backstroke 
down the Jordan, “whatever you say, Preacher John!” – to show God they were sorry, for whatever it was, 
and to go ahead and get redeemed, and freed from this oppressive situation.  They were God’s Chosen 
People, after all! They – of all people – should be set free.And so they put on the mantle of repentance 
and they humbled themselves, confessing their sins, and they came to the river to be washed clean. 

And in the midst of it all, a newcomer arrives. He’s not from the Judean countryside, and by the 
way he’s dressed, they can tell that he sure as heck ain’t from the big city of Jerusalem They hear he’s 
come all the way from that nasty little town, Nazareth, up north in Galilee of the Gentiles. They figure he 
must have some pretty serious sins to have traveled all this way to get dunked in the Jordan. Whatever the 
people thought, if they even noticed this newcomer in their midst, they were in for a big surprise. It turns 
out this foreigner, this Nazarene, he wasn’t here to wash away his sins, but instead, he would go down 
into the water, to bathe himself in our sins, and he would carry them with him as he traveled all around 
Israel until three years later, he would end up back here, on a hill outside Jerusalem, on a cross, to leave 
them there, and free us from their power once and for all. 

Because as it turns out – the people were right – freedom is what they needed. They were being 
held captive by an oppressive reign, and they needed to be set free. But it wasn’t from Caesar, of from 
Pilate or from Herod, it was from their captivity to sin, from their habit of ignoring the poor and the 
needy, from our human love affair with that “serpent of old,” the “deceiver of the whole world.” THAT is 
the freedom they needed – Spiritual freedom from the bonds they, and all of humanity, had been bound in 
since their exodus from the Garden, since each and every Son of Adam and Daughter of Eve, time and 
time again, gave themselves over to sin instead of putting their trust in God. 

And God heard their confession, and he responded by, as he had planned all along, sending them 
a king to defeat the powers of evil. Much to the people’s surprise, however, this king would have very 
little to say about who sat on the throne, and much more to do with who - or what - they let reign in their 
hearts. 

This story is the beginning of a cosmic plot-twist in the story of God’s people, the debut of the 
king of heaven here on earth. And in case we don’t see the face of God right away in the dusty Galilean 
who came down to the waters with his cousin John, God gives us some clues in the way this baptism 
unfolds. 

In the Baptism of Jesus, the dividing wall between heaven and earth begins to break down in a 
major way. For starters, we hear the voice of God – the voice that spoke creation into being on the First 
Day, the voice that our Psalm for today says can strip the forests bare, that spoke the World into being, 
and spoke Word into flesh for our sake – it comes bursting forth from heaven, claiming this man to be the 
true king, the Son of God, his Beloved. 

Then, as soon as Jesus emerges from the waters that anoint him for the start of his earthly 
mission, the heavens are opened – torn apart! - and the Holy Spirit descends like a dove - the English here 
says “on him,” but in the original language, it’s actually “into him.” This bird-like-Spirit-presence 
ruptures through the barrier between heaven and earth and crashes straight INTO the person of Jesus. Talk 
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about a “Spiritual breakthrough!”  
In the Baptism of Jesus, the rupture it tore open between heaven and earth is never again to be 

sealed. In this event, God is sending his Son, his Messiah, his Christ, to break down the barriers between 
us and our God, and the barriers we build between one another. THIS is what the people need. THIS is the 
freedom God has prepared for them – Not by way of a military coups that will overthrow the tyranny of 
Rome, but by way of a Spiritual revolution that will break evil’s death grip on humanity and will 
inaugurate a new kingdom, one that no longer plays by the rules imposed by this world’s pursuit for 
power and an obsession with wealth and status. Through this king, we are set free. Through God’s humble 
anointed, the bonds of sin that hold us down have been broken. 

So… now all we have to do is act like it! Easy enough, right? All we have to do is welcome the 
gift with open arms, and LIVE INTO the freedom that Christ bought for us. And what does that look like? 
Well, it looks like broken barriers, and torn-down walls. It looks like lives ordered, not by selfish 
priorities, but by the kingdom values of justice and mercy. It looks like decisions that take seriously the 
reality that we have been set free to live as Children of God, and are no longer captive by the lure of sin. 

Living out the true freedom we have in Christ looks like making lifelong commitments to the 
work of mercy, like brick-by-brick working to tear down the walls of fear and prejudice and in their place 
build paths of justice and peace.  Accepting this gift we have been given in the coming of Christ looks 
like saying the accepting “yes,” and the difficult “no,” where God’s radical welcome wins out over 
exclusivity, and God’s grace over greed. 

So, the question I pose to you today is: Where do you need a Spiritual Break-through? What 
places in your heart are you sheltering from the Spirit’s entering in?  What parts of your life are you 
walling off from letting God be fully present with you? What decisions are you holding back from 
handing over to God? What favorite sin are you letting keep hold of you that you can give over to the 
victory Christ has already won over any power it has to control you? In the Baptism of our Lord, the 
presence of God was made real with us once and for all, as the veil between heaven and earth was torn 
open. Today, we are invited to let that reality take root in our hearts, so that there will no longer be a 
division between our will and God’s way. 

You know, these days, in church, we don’t have the same crowd-control problem John was 
experiencing in his day. We don’t have hordes of people busting down the doors to get into the church to 
confess their sins and be baptized. But maybe it’s because the myth of the prosperity gospel is finally 
fading – the idea that if you go through the motions of religion, you’ll get what you want – that all your 
needs will be met. The people in John’s day wanted God to step in and rearrange the political climate to 
better suit their needs. And throughout history, people have seen the church as a place to “pay their dues” 
in order to try and earn a favorable outcome.  

Maybe, finally, that “myth” has been “busted.” Maybe we are finally entering into an era where 
people stop seeing church as a golden calf and start seeing it for what it really is: The meeting place of 
heaven and earth, a hospital for sinners and a training ground for saints, the place where we *try* to check 
the world at the door, and invite the Spirit to enter in. I think the reality we’re facing as church is that that 
just may not be enough for some people. Without the guarantee of success, they just may not see the value 
anymore. And, if we’re *really* honest with ourselves, there are times when we may not either. 

But that is why God has put us on this journey of faith with one another - given us fellow 
sojourners to walk by our sides, to share with us our times of strength and our times of weakness, to 
remind us that even when we don’t recognize the ways God is with us - when we have trouble seeing it 
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for ourselves - of the words we heard from the Prophet Isaiah today, when God says to us: “You are mine. 
“When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; and when you pass through the rivers, they will 
not overpower you. When you walk through the fire, you will not be burned; ...for I am with you.” We do 
not walk this path alone. We have been given the gift of community as we move forward in faith. 

And through Grace we have been given the gift of the Holy Spirit, which at our baptism, was 
imparted to each of us, when, through Christ, we were welcomed into the kingdom of heaven, through the 
elements of earth, and the voice of God, through the promises spoken in water and the word, could be 
heard through the crowd, saying “YOU are my Beloved; with you I am well pleased.” 
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