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Our Call to Worship this morning was a beautifully written piece of liturgy that reminds us of who we are and God’s provision on this first Sunday after Epiphany, a day in which we revisit the event of our LORD’s baptism and remember and rededicate our own.


The liturgy portrayed the imagery of water that is not only transient but transforming.  It took us on a journey from the days of Creation, to the flood that destroyed much of the earth and living things.  From the water that liberated us from the bondage and oppression of slavery, to the water that sprouted through the rock in the desert wilderness.  From the water that sheltered us from our mothers’ womb, to the water that we use to wash one another’s feet, as Jesus taught his disciples and us.  From the living water that quenched our thirst, to the water that baptized us and nurtured us into new life and new hope.  Water plays a critical and an integral part of our very existence.  

Water defined who we are literally, as about 75-80% of our body is made of water and approximately 70% of the earth’s surface is also covered with water or ice.  It is one of the most abundant resources here on earth, however, as we learned earlier, there are still billions of people right now who do not have access to clean drinkable water.  3 Millions (many who are children) died each year because of consuming contaminated water simply because they have no choice.  


While on one hand, water connects us and bonds us together, on the other hand, it keeps us separated by creating boundaries.  Nevertheless, it gives us life and sustains our living being.  Too much and too little water may lead us to further destructions, as we have witnessed through the rising water levels, storm surges, and severe droughts that are happening in many parts of the world today and in our future.  

But the water that I would like for us to focus on this morning is the water that gives us new life through our baptism and the water that cleanses us through the washing of one another’s feet, as Christ taught his disciples.  If you recall, one time I shared about my one and only foot-washing experience.  This took place in Taiwan as part of our short-term mission trip training with some of the young people that I was working with.  It was indeed a very humble experience as we all removed our shoes and were being washed by someone.  And then after we were washed, we turn to our neighbors and wash someone else’s feet. It wasn’t so much of the washing part that touch our hearts but the act of getting down on our knees and submitting ourselves and symbolically and physically washing the other person’s feet in humility that made it so memorable.  

Now, don’t worry, I’m not asking all of you to do that right now, you can keep your shoes on.  But just imagine that experience alone will be engrained in my memory for the rest of my life.

In the same way our baptism is also symbolically a memorable event in our lives.  Some of us may have the privilege of experiencing that as adults while some experienced it as a child or an infant.  Some get baptized at the fount, in a pool or even by the river or a lake.  The emphasis wasn’t on the manner of how one is being baptized but the fact that we are cleansed spiritually by coming to the acknowledgement and confession of our sins, through the saving grace of our Lord Jesus Christ.  


Both adult and child baptisms proclaim that we are children of God, as we publically affirm our faith and the covenant that God has established with us.  It is certainly NOT to be taken likely.

In the passage that we read earlier, we read about the baptism of our Lord.  Jesus came down to the Jordan River asking John to baptize him.  John knew who Jesus was of course and immediately John said to Jesus, “I’m the one who needs to be baptized by you, not the other way around.  Why do you come to me to be baptized?”   

But Jesus insisted and how could John refused?  So he did it anyway.  Upon Jesus’s bptism, the heavens opened up and Spirit of God descended like a dove and a light was shined forth on God’s beloved Son who has now come and officially launched his ministry here on earth.  A voice came down from heaven declaring, “This is my Beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased.”  This was God’s affirmation of who Jesus is – my Beloved Son.

Imagine if you and I were there when all this was happening?  We would be like, “What’s going on here?  Who’s baptizing who and why?”  It might be confusing but it was all clear.  It was all part of God’s plan and God’s mission for humanity. 

This scene was one of the rare occurrences where all three persons of the Trinity were present – the Father, Son and the Holy Spirit.  The baptism of Christ signified to the world that we have now entered a new era in God’s story for humanity.  

The story began with the light breaking through the darkness and the very same Spirit hovering over the water.
  He was more than just another Jewish man, who was the son of a carpenter, coming for baptism in the Jordan River.  
 
The baptism of Christ, as well as ours, served as an initiation. It's a starting place, an act that recognizes the new life that is coming to be.  It is the beginning, and NEVER the culmination of a life-long journey of faith.  

Often times we have a misconception that when someone is baptized either as an adult or a child, this is IT.  We’ve done our part and our work is done!  But in fact, it’s the complete opposite!!!  It is just the beginning of a life-long faith journey that will be filled with struggles and challenges as well as joys and blessings.


In actuality, one’s baptism is more of a “calling” in life….a calling that comes with a divine purpose.  It is not a formal ritual or a ceremony either, but rather a celebrated covenanted relationship that God has established with that individual through God’s saving grace of Christ. 

Furthermore, the community of faith (the Church) carries a critical role and an important responsibility of not only nurturing those who have already been baptized but leading others towards commitment in Christ, through the Spirit of baptism.  

Through our common baptism in Christ, we are “bounded by our water of baptism”.  Our baptism also commissions us to go out, to live and to serve as disciple of Christ. We pledge our commitment not to leave others to swim or to survive on their own in the opened water.  We need to look out to extend a life-line of grace and compassion in helping to bring them ashore safely.  This is our calling upon God’s mission for humanity.  We have been the beneficiary of God’s initiative and now we are called to be benefactors and witnesses of God’s calling in the lives of others.


Subsequently in the 2nd passage that we read earlier from the Acts of the Apostle, we read a part of the Apostle Peter’s “sermon”.  After he was being filled with the Holy Spirit, Peter proclaimed that God is the God of ALL people, for God shows no partiality.  We are empowered by the Holy Spirit to be sent out on a mission to bear witness to what we’ve seen, heard, and experienced of Christ to the ends of the earth
, Jews and Gentiles alike.  

Anyone who fears God and does what is right is acceptable in God’s sight.
  Just as we are all connected by the oceans of the earth and by the air that we breathe, we are all drawn by the living water of Christ, through the Spirit of Baptism.   Or as one theologian put it so well, that “being baptized finds its purpose in what follows - a calling to God's way of doing things in a world that often resists, but is always changed by those who seek to walk God's path.”


How many of you watched the movie Titanic? Remember that movie that came out back in 1997?  On the closing scene when all of the passengers were thrown aboard struggling to stay alive for as long as they can in the freezing North Atlantic water.  Right before Jack took his final breath, he remained Rose that whatever happens she must hang on to life for as long as she can.  She must stay alive to tell the story of what happened on that fateful night.  After she was rescued from the sea, and arriving at the New York Harbor, when an immigration officer came to ask what her name was, instead of telling what her real name was, she simply told him her name was Dawson…Rose Dawson.
 

Come to think of it, if we take a look around us, we too are deeply surrounded by troubled water.  Many of us are struggling to keep our heads above water.  At times we might feel like our ship is going to sink and that we are going down along with it.  We are left with the choice of either give up or to keep swimming so we may re-tell the story that God has written in our lives.  

Through our desperate struggles and challenges in life, God does throw us a life-jacket and dispatch a life-boat in order to save us, with Jesus at the helm of the rescue operation.  Through our baptism, God has reached down upon us to rescue us from the troubling water, but we must do our parts to remain afloat, wanting to survive and wanting to be found.

Friends, we are all in the same boat together.  The water has been higher and more turbulent than ever before.  Just as out of the water of chaos in Genesis, God brought tranquility and created an established new order and more importantly God created US, in accordance to God’s own image, to oversee God’s great creation.  God has entrusted us with many gifts and to be God’s witnesses to retell God’s story for humanity. 

Out of our water of baptism, God offered us new life through Christ in the chaos of our sinful lives.  We are bounded and submerged in by this water of baptism that protects us, sustains us, and offers us the promises of the new hope that is to come.  With God’s help, as God’s beloved community, we are being sent on a mission to be God’s witnesses and missionaries to rescue those who may be sinking or losing their grip in their spiritual lives.  

Through the same Spirit of our baptism, we are being commissioned to go out and to wash one another’s feet through our spiritual discipline and service to others.  We recognize that none of this is possible by our own power, our human capacities and wisdom.  We will undoubtedly fail, falling flat on our faces. The Spirit of God is indeed upon us, just as it was when Christ launched His earthly ministry upon His baptism.  

Stay afloat, my friends!  Keep our heads up and above the water, Stay afloat!  Keep out eyes open.  Don’t just look IN, but look OUT….so that we may see what God is up to in this world.  God is not through with God’s people just yet, until Christ returns once again.  

Each day we live is an Epiphany moment of seeing God revealing Godself to us through this world.  Throughout this season of Epiphany,  I invite you to look into our lives in retrospect.  See if we can identify any blockage that we may have that prevented us from allowing the light of Christ to shine through and reflect to those around us.  

God has not abandoned God’s people just yet.  God is still with us.  Emmanuel.  In the name of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit, Amen.
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