Text: Mark 1:4-11
Introduction
I feel like I should precede these comments with a warning.  I was sick in bed for two and a half days this week.  When you are that sick it usually means you were a sick beforehand; you just didn’t admit it.  And the logic of sick people, especially running fevers, often skips a track.
Trouble in the Text
The text today – the baptism of Jesus – has a bunch of themes that a more competent preacher could latch onto.  
The direct jump from Jesus baptism to our baptism.  Or a more nuanced proclamation like the hymn, that in the waters of the Jordan, Jesus made the water safe for us.  He took our baptism of repentance, so that we receive his baptism of grace.
Or you could latch onto the John’s proclamation of repentance.  Just imagine if the baptism of John of repentance was for forgiveness of sins.  How much greater is the baptism in the Holy Spirit.  Maybe great enough to convert a sinner, to work regeneration – just like the church teaches.  There is something in these waters.
Maybe even more stunning would be the voice and dove.  That competent preacher could proclaim Father, Son and Spirit – an epiphany…for the start of the season.  Or just focusing on the voice you could talk about the beloved.   And all of the strangeness of the message.  In Mark it stops and is just about Jesus.  No direction to listen to him.  In the greek it also uses a past tense for the last part.  A past tense that only the boldest translators try to express.  Something like – “in you I did delight.”  Something like begotten of the Father before all worlds…in you I did delight.  But now is the start of the emptying.  Immediately after the words, the Spirit drives Jesus out to the desert to be tempted.
But none of those are what grabbed my fevered mind this week.  What grabbed my mind was verse 5.  “All the Judean countryside and every Jerusalemite was journeying out to him, and there were being baptized by him the Jordan river while they confessed their sins.”
The Judean countryside and Jerusalem.  This is not talking about the Jewish diaspora all over the Roman world.  It is not talking about people who might make a single lifetime trip to the temple.  It is not talking about people who didn’t understand what Judaism taught.  For some reason the sin offerings, and thank offerings and guilt offerings….the Passover and the Yom Kippur sacrifice…the official holiest things, well within reach of these people were being abandoned.  The very people who were closest …who might have had the most invested in the Temple…who might have been expected to believe the most in the centrality of temple rituals.  It was these people, all the Judean countryside and every Jerusalemite who was traipsing away from the Temple to the desert to hear John and take a bath in a river.
Why?
Trouble in the World
That would seem to me to be an interesting question for us.
I could limit the comparison to the parochial.  The former mainline church, maybe you could just say any church that has something like Lutheran or Baptist affixed to its name…the LCMS and Lutherans in general  have never really been a part of the mainline in America…but denominational churches that long proclaimed they have the best or true doctrine have been losing members and people to Pentecostal and non-denominational groups.  Groups that my parents might have chuckled at as “Holy Rollers”.   It’s like well taught and confirmed Lutheran boys and girls going out to the desert to see someone in camel hair and a leather belt.
But that feels like an appropriate question about 15 years ago.  Because the church is no longer sending people just to less institutional groupings.  Today.  At least as a Pastor, I am happy if I hear that someone I’m worried about is attending somewhere.  Because even in the worst circumstances, I believe that God is faithful.  Where His word is read and the sacraments are available – there Jesus is.  We might not always connect, but He’s there.  Like Jacob’s words of long ago.  Even though he grew up with Abraham and Isaac, it was Jacob on the run after lying and cheating everyone, who stops and rests and has his vision and hears God’s promise for what can’t really be the first time, and says that surely God was in this place, and I didn’t know it.  How’d you miss it?
[bookmark: _GoBack]But today people go off in all kinds of strange ways.  I met a Wiccan last week.   I thought that was the religious equivalent of a snipe.  She was excited about the solstice.  So I either caught a snipe, or I was wrong.  You can’t throw a stone without finding someone who is “into the Buddha”.   I was somewhat shocked the other day to hear Colin Cowherd – an ESPN radio host – comment – “I’m more of an Eastern Spiritual guy…I just think that the Western stuff is too wrapped up in worshipping others…it comes more from the inside”.  Coming from a guy who makes his living building up and tearing down idols.  Always the spirituality of the rich and decadent…my gut…I like what my gut tells me…and it tells me that I’m good enough and need this new toy.  Go ahead, tear down your barns and build bigger ones.
The strangest way might just be no way.   At least the others are valid attempts to answer Frist Things of existence.  Most conversations that I have with people who might be “nones” fall into a poverty of vocabulary.   Right and wrong – or something we Lutherans often call the law – are reduced to a squishy if it feels right, ultimately back up by “I’m not a bad a Hitler, so I must be a good person”.  If you press it into a “what is the chief purpose of our existence”…after an uncomfortable “to find a better beer”…if they are honest people they often answer, “I’ve just never thought of that.”  If they are real honest they will say something like, “I’m too busy with life, to think about such things”
Why has the church seemingly lost its ability to teach?  Why are people going to all kinds of crazy places?
Gospel in the Text
When those Judeans went out to hear John, other than repent and baptism, what they heard was “One Stronger than me is coming behind me.  I am not worthy to undo the strap of his sandal.”
And it happened in those days Jesus came from Nazareth.
The proclamation of the prophet that everyone was going to was not to himself.  Everybody was going out to him and he said “stick around for the next one”.  This might be the best thing going right now – I baptize with water- but the greater one is coming – he’ll baptize with the Spirit.
Gospel in the World
That might be the why.  Too many churches got lost in proclaiming themselves.  Too many ministers and bishops got lost in the rites and rituals of the temple itself…confused themselves for the temple…instead of proclaiming the coming truth.
We proclaim baptism.  We baptize…because Jesus made those waters safe.  We pray because Jesus told us to pray this way…Our Father.  We celebrate a ritual meal because Jesus said do this in remembrance of me.  The great commission was baptize and teach everything that Jesus taught.
This church is nothing compared to what is coming.  We baptize and celebrate mysteries full of the Spirit.  When He comes…we won’t need mysteries.  We will have the full reality.
Repent and be baptized.  The greatest one is coming again.  This time in glory.  The time of grace, of mystery, of faith is now.  Amen.
