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Many of us who are on Facebook, I’m sure, have come across this category on your personal profile asking for your “Relationship Status”.  It’s an optional feature that one can put up to let other people know of what one’s “relationship status” is.  There are a number of categories that one can choose from.  There are the usual categories of “Single, Married, Separated, Divorced, or Widowed”, but there are some unique ones such as “Engaged, in Civil or Domestic Partnership” or simply “In a Relationship”.  And for those who are not quite sure of what their status is or where they stand in their current relationship, there’s also a category called “It’s Complicated”. 

It is true that when it comes to our person-to-person relationships, it CAN get complicated at times.  Sometimes we simply don’t know what stage of our relationship we might be in, or perhaps we’re not sure or we are afraid to admit the truth of reality.  Some may not know who we are or what exactly we are looking for.  Even for those who have been married for many years, each day is a new day of rekindling of their relationship when they first said “Yes” to each other.  Each day they still learn to say “I’m sorry” as they go through different trails and challenges in their new life together.   

Recently I’ve had conversations with a couple of friends who have gone through some “rough patches” in their marriages that unfortunately ended in divorce.  One couple is in their early 40’s with a couple of teenage children, and another couple who are in their 70’s with grown adult children and grandchildren.  Both couple were very committed and loving to each other, but over time the relationships have drifted further and further apart.  Both cited that their lack of communication and understanding as their main differences.  I met with them and prayed for them as a friend and as spiritual counsel.  I prayed that God will bring them peace in reconciling their differences in their relationship with one another, but more importantly with God as well.    

Our human-to-human relationship and our commitment to each other or even our human-to-God relationship may have shifted over time, but one thing we do know for sure is that God’s relationship with us remains steadfast in us since the days of creation.  Even though we have failed to honor our parts to live in that trust and fidelity, God still love us and will never let go of us.

Today, the Sunday after Epiphany, is traditionally known as Baptism Sunday on our church calendar.  We celebrate the baptism of Christ while we remember and rededicate our own baptism.  Through our baptism, we are being called into a covenantal relationship with God.  God has called in each of our lives and we honor God by responding back in faith.

Just as the arrival of the Magi on Epiphany was an “Ah Ha” moment for ALL of humanity, Christ’s baptism was also an Epiphany moment for the all of us as well.  His baptism defined a new chapter with renewed understanding of God’s relationship with us.  The baptism of Christ signified the beginning of Jesus’s ministry here on earth.  Christ was re-establishing the broken relationship that God had suffered through the Fall of humanity, in consequence of our sins.  It sent the world a clear signal that Jesus’s earthly ministry has finally begun and is here to stay until He returns once again to reclaim God’s Kingdom.  Through Christ, God’s purpose and plan for ALL of humanity have been revealed.  All of us are IN this “relationship” together for the long-haul, whether you’re new faith or for as long as you could remember! 

Like our human-to-human relationship, our relationship with God will usually blossom and grow deeper, as we spend more time with one other.  Just like a couple when they were dating and courting their relationship with each other, they yearn to spend quality time with one another through mutual love and respect, trust and forbearance.  They grew more intimate and closer to each other with a like mind and a common purpose.  That’s the relationship that God had longed for us to seek through Christ.
Christ offered this prayer of reconciliation and unity with the Father, “As you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me.  The glory that you have given me I have given them, so that they may be one, as we are one, I in them and you in me, that they may become completely one, so that the world may know that you have sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me.

Our Presbyterian Church’s Book of Order describes our baptism as an act in which we “participate in Jesus’ death and resurrection.  We die to what separates us from God and are raised to the newness of life in Christ.  Baptism points us back to the grace of God expressed in Jesus Christ, who died for us and who was raised for us.  Baptism points us forward to that same Christ who will fulfill God’s purpose in God’s promised future.”

Through our baptism, the Holy Spirit binds us – the Church in covenant and in relationship with our Creator and with one another.  This is the ultimate relationship that Christ desires of us to seek... that we may know our Father, just as we know Christ and one another.  Our baptism signifies our personal relationship with God through a public declaration.  We affirm each other’s commitment as we strive to draw a deeper and more personal relationship with God each day.  Whether we receive our baptism of the Spirit as a child or as an adult, it is the same baptism is being affirmed, the same relationship with Christ is being honored.  We have been made brothers and sisters with Christ.  We are called to be “In a Relationship” with one another because of our common baptism not only by the water but by the Holy Spirit.   
Interestingly in our Mark passage today, immediately after Jesus’s baptism, He was being led by the Spirit into the wilderness where He was to be tempted by Satan.  This was a dramatic transition from the River Jordan to the wilderness of Judea, as Jesus was being tested right away….wasting no time at all.  
Through our baptism, we are “engaged” in a covenant, a promise and a relationship with the Holy Spirit.  No longer shall we live in fear of what lies ahead, what temptations and trails in life that we may face, but we shall walk with God in faith and be guided by the Spirit.
In the same way, when we are being baptized, we too are being commissioned or “sent-off” into the world to embark on God’s ministry as “ambassadors for Christ.”  Know that we are never alone.  The Holy Spirit goes before us and will protect us from all harms and dangers.  
In the Luke version of this passage, the Gospel writer emphasized the importance of prayer and our relationship with the Heavenly Father.  Jesus was in the middle of his prayer
, when suddenly the sky opened up and a heavenly voice came down and declared that Jesus was God’s Beloved Son, with whom He was well-pleased.
When we pray, we invoke intimate thoughts with God in our hearts.  The more time we spend in prayer with God, the more we come to know God’s will in us.  Keep in mind though that prayer is not just a “laundry” list of concerns or petitions of what we need from God…God does not work that way, but rather in an intentional moment of peace, we listen and discern what God has to say to us.  It’s not about what words that we choose to say or how we say it either when we pray.  Everybody can pray; everybody should pray.  Our prayer is the building block for our healthy relationship with God.  With the New Year upon us, I would invite us all to take on a new challenge to spend more time in prayer each day with God.  Offer God a simple prayer in the morning, in the evening, or whenever and wherever.  God hears us when we turn our hearts upon Him.  Just listen for God’s voice in us, prompting us to love, prompting to extend God’s compassion with others, prompting us to speak when appropriate and necessary but discerning the will of God throughout the course of our daily living.    
Later on, we will be receiving a new member into the life of this congregation through the Reaffirmation of Faith.  This is an honored commitment of our relationship not only with one another but more importantly with our triune God of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit….who is intimately related to and bonded with one another in love.

By no coincidence that God has brought us here into this place and at this time, seemingly as pieces of unfit puzzle in order to give shape for a larger portrait of God.  God has called all of us into a community of believers to seek authentic and nurturing relationship with one another.  God is delighted when brothers and sisters live in one accord and in harmony with the rest of the body, as we seek peace and not division.  On the contrary God is displeased with us when we dispute over our petty differences and claim our superiority over our fellow brothers or sisters.  This is all part of our calling as well when we said “Yes” to God and are committed to be engaged “in relationship” with one another.  
Through our baptism, we proclaim God’s grace being physically poured out upon us, as the sign and seal of God’s covenant towards us.  Being “in a relationship” with one another means we mutually edify and support one another through God’s universal language of LOVE.  
As the Spirit descends upon us, the Spirit has invited us to enact God’s abundant grace and love in the lives of others by paying it forward.  Being committed to “a relationship” means that we would give more generously of ourselves to others and see the needs of others through the lens of Christ’s compassion.  
May we embrace in God’s perfect will and purpose in our lives and be claimed as God’s beloved sons and daughters, as we remember our own baptism and our relationship with God and with our fellow brothers and sisters.  In the name of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit, Amen.   
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