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First, thank you for welcoming me here today. It is indeed a treat to worship with you all. I was 

looking forward to meeting new neighbors here in Racine, so it is a bummer that we aren't in-

person, but perhaps another opportunity will come for that.  

 

The day dawned bright with brilliant blue skies overhead. It was January 20, 2019 and I was in 

Israel with a seminary class. We were traveling with my favorite New Testament professor, a 

pair of Jewish rabbis, and our Palenstinian Christian guide. Along with seeing all the typical 

sights, we had also met with people from many different backgrounds–to name just a few, we 

met one of the only two female rabbis in Israel, an IDF captain who works on the border with 

Syria and started a program to provide medical care to Syrians, a settler rabbi and Palestinian 

activist who have together opened a community center.  I loved hearing their stories, having my 

assumptions turned upside down.  

 

And so here we were, this particular Sunday, going to visit the Jordan River, at one of the spots 

where Jesus might have been baptized. There are two spots claimed by tradition–this one is also 

the place where the Israelites crossed the Jordan, upon entering the promised land, and I love to 

think that this is where John met people out in the wilderness, calling them into repentance, 

telling them about the new thing that God was doing. I love to think that John was at this place 

which had already been a place of crossing, a place of entering new territory.  

 

But I have to admit, that I wasn't really looking forward to this particular visit all that much. 

There were some in my group who were moved by seeing the places where various events had 

occurred–whether it was the fields where shepherds tended the flocks outside of Bethlehem, or 

the garden where Jesus prayed before his betrayal. And I respected that, envied it, even, but I 

was mostly moved by hearing about what God was doing right now–how was Jesus moving in 

the impossibly complicated situations we kept hearing of. Add to that, my Protestant upbringing 

had never made a very big deal about Jesus' baptism–and so I didn't think going to the site of 

Jesus' baptism was going to be all that interesting.  

 

I am well aware that hearing someone else's travel stories is never as meaningful as having your 

own, but since we are all a little hungry for travel these days, I hope that you'll indulge me in 

telling you my travel story. And if you, like me, have never quite connected with the story of 

Jesus' baptism, maybe this will give you something to work with–or give God something to work 

with in you. 

  

My first clue that things were going to be different than I expected was on the long walk from 

the bus parking lot to the river. My little group of 20 midwestern lutherans and two rabbis and a 

Palestinian were not alone. Not by a long shot. It turns out that this Sunday was the Sunday that 

the Eastern church celebrates Jesus' baptism, which is later than the Western church. Christmas, 

Epiphany–these happen a little later on the Eastern calendar. And it also turns out that in the 



Eastern church, the day of Jesus' baptism is a much bigger deal than it is in most Western 

churches, at least most western Protestant churches. This is actually the day they call Epiphany–

when Jesus' identity as son of God is revealed.  

 

Walking with us were groups of people from what felt like every tribe and tongue and nation. 

There were multiple groups from Ethiopia and Egypt and Eritrea all wearing a particular bright 

color of dress–there was a group in bright yellow, another in red. We heard Russian voices and 

Greek voices, and what we guessed were other Eastern European languages. There was a long 

procession following a bishop in full regalia, carrying a large cross, with others carrying candles 

and singing as they walked. And this chaotic, unorganized parade of which we were unwittingly 

a part, was making our way down a long, red dirt road, lined with fences that had signs on them 

every 20 feet or so, warning of landmines. Our Palestinian guide pulled us aside to warn us that 

the signs were very real, that the landmines were left from the 1967 war but it was only in recent 

years that landmines had begun to be cleared to make our visit possible. Looking up, we noticed 

IDF helicopters circling overhead and all of a sudden, this religious site didn't seem so confined 

to the past any more.  

 

My feelings of curiosity and wonder grew as we got closer and realized that there was a massive 

crowd of people waiting to get to the river.  Armed soldiers were trying to organize the people, 

only letting so many down to the river at a time. But the crowds were pushing, shoving, quite 

intimidating to many of my fellow travelers, but coming from Hong Kong, this just felt like rush 

hour on the train to me. As we got closer, we could see that many of the people we had walked 

with, wearing their bright garb, were now changing into white, and when their turn came at the 

river, they weren't content to simply dip their feet in, or stand in the shallows, which is where we 

did our affirmation of baptism. They were wading all the way in, going under, and coming up 

with shouts of joy. I later learned that for many Orthodox Christians, this is a tradition for Jesus' 

baptism–to find some water to take a dip in. Even Russian Orthodox do this, in what must be 

very cold water. No half-measures or symbolic sprinkling with this remembrance of baptism! I 

also learned that this can be a dangerous tradition–once you make it past the landmines, the river 

itself is unpredictable and not everyone who comes can swim. I watched the exuberance of those 

drenching themselves for awhile, and then turned to go. But as I was leaving the river area, going 

back up the stairs to the road, another scene spread itself before me, this one very different in 

terms of its formality, but no less remarkable. A worship service was taking place–this was the 

group that we had seen process in with their bishop and robes and cross and candles. Probably 50 

people were gathered around on the banks, but the astounding part was that it was a joint service, 

taking place with a group on the other side of the river, in Jordan. There they also had a bishop, 

standing behind a make-shift altar. A sound system was set up, so that each side could hear the 

other, and the two bishops, as well as some deacons, were taking turns with the liturgy. One side 

would read some scripture, the other side would pray. There were chants that everyone knew the 

responses to. In some ways it was impossible to forget that there was a national border–there was 

a rope down the middle of the Jordan, along with a boat  with soldiers, armed both with 

lifesaving rings and with guns, along with snipers standing guard and helicopters above, and yet, 

there were moments when I did forget that this was a cross-border worship.   

 

At one point, the man standing nearest to me leaned over and asked if I understood what I was 

watching, and he began to translate and explain. He was actually one of the deacons for the 



Syrian Orthodox Church, but now retired and so that is why he wasn't down there with the rest of 

them.  

 

He told me that this is the one Sunday in the year that the Palestinian syrian church and 

Jordanian syrian church worship together. The borders and the paperwork make it impossible the 

rest of the year. He explained that they were following a liturgy that had been used since around 

the third century, and that along with reading the accounts of Jesus' baptism, they also read the 

story of Jesus meeting the woman at the well in Samaria. In this story, he asks her for a drink, 

but then after engaging in conversation, he tells her that he offers living water. And he said that 

this is why they come–pointing to the area where pilgrims were still taking turns splashing and 

dunking themselves–they want to bathe in the living water.  

 

I came away from this historic religious site, on a day that didn't mean a lot to me, profoundly 

moved, and ever since I have paid more attention to this text. The first thing I notice in today's 

text is that Jesus did this with all the people. Luke says that after all the people were baptized, 

then Jesus was baptized. Theologians debate why Jesus was baptized–he certainly didn't need 

repentance and forgiveness. I think it was Jesus saying, in one more way, I'm with them. These 

are my people. His cousin John has not endeared himself to political or religious leaders–the 

verses we skipped over in today's reading are about how he spoke a bit too much truth to the king 

and was put in jail–and the ones coming to hear him are not people who are  comfortable with 

the status quo. They are people longing for God to do something new, and Jesus joins them in the 

wilderness, saying, I'm with them. These are my people.  

 

That day at the Jordan river, I was given a beautiful glimpse of God's people–of the people Jesus 

identified with when he went under that water. The people who came dancing and singing with 

tambourines and festive colors, the people who chanted as they processed in stately formality, 

those of us who just trudged along in our hiking boots and fanny packs–we were there together, 

avoiding the landmines all around us, in something that transcended languages, cultural 

differences, even political borders.  

 

The pandemic and political turmoil these last few years has taught us all about borders–both how 

they can be hardened and how porous they can be. Back in February 2020 my family was still in 

Hong Kong, and we took a trip over Chinese New Year to the Philippines, spending a week on a 

small boat, snorkeling and swimming in the islands, totally naive about how quickly a virus can 

spread and how suddenly borders could be shut. We were one day away from being trapped in 

the Philippines, with no idea of why the airport was so crowded and everything felt frantic until 

we got home and got caught up on the news. As the pandemic played out, we had friends trapped 

in Laos, friends stuck in the UK. We knew people unable to get home to Australia, and people 

unable to get out of Australia. And yet, while those political borders can and did become more 

firm than most of us have had to experience before, we also all learned just how meaningless 

those borders are to a virus. Like it or not, we are much more connected than we realize. Just a 

few weeks ago, before they had even identified Omicron in South Africa, it was already here. 

This feels like a threat–that a variant can develop in some far off village that gets my family sick, 

or likewise, that a variant could develop in me that could impact lives all over the world. But 

there is also a promise here–the promise that there is a common humanity that is not limited by 

borders or boundaries or any of the markers we use to make sense of the world. And this 



common humanity is just as true for the people down the street whom we don't like very much as 

it is for the people around the world. It is natural to put up borders, and there are times when 

boundaries can be healthy and protective and wise, but in times of stress, whether it's health 

related or economic or political, our tendency is to harden those boundaries, and that's where we 

have to be careful. In the words of Nadia Bolz-Weber, every time we draw a line between us and 

others, Jesus is on the other side of it. And look, part of the promise is precisely in how porous 

borders can be–that just as a virus that we breathe into the world can have untold impacts, so too, 

the love and beauty and kindness that we breathe out can have unknown impacts, right here in 

our own city AND far beyond us.   

 

So we read in Luke that Jesus was baptized with all the people, identifying with all the ones who 

thought they were nobodies.  And as he came up out of that water, the water of new beginnings, 

– he heard God's voice calling him beloved, reminding him and all those who heard, who and 

whose he was. And while this served as a powerful pronouncement of Jesus' identity to those 

gathered, I have to think that Jesus needed to hear it as well. Before the Spirit sent him out for a 

hard month in the desert, and then for a hard few years of ministry, to hear that Spirit proclaim 

the truth of his belovedness could only strengthen him for what was to come. And here we stand, 

on the banks of a new year, not quite sure if we want to dip our toes in or stand in the shallows or 

plunge all the way under. We know we aren't alone on this road and yet it feels like there are 

landmines all around. When we remember Jesus' baptism and when we affirm our own baptism, 

we hear again who we are. That we too, are beloved. That we too, every one of us, is God's 

child.  

 

In a previous church that I was part of, at baptisms we would say these words to the one who was 

baptized– The world will call you many names, we call you child of God. Who doesn't need to 

be reminded of that, over and over throughout their lives? When the world calls you names that 

hurt or demean, we call you child of God. When the world lifts you up with titles that you 

wonder if you can live up to–we call you child of God. When the world can't understand who 

you are, and if you yourself aren't sure, rest in the knowledge that the one who created you calls 

you beloved.  

 

We don't know, any of us, where the Spirit will send us in this new year, what challenges we 

may face, what work there is to do. But we do know this–we know that the waters of new 

beginnings wash us in a love that transcends whatever borders or boundaries we try to erect. We 

know that in following the way of Jesus we ourselves might be asked to cross boundaries. We 

might have to move into places that are unfamiliar and uncomfortable–but we go knowing 

ourselves to be beloved, belonging to God. Amen, may it be so for all of us.  

 

 

 


