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Taking the Plunge
By Jeff McDowell

Texts: Luke 3:15-22 and Acts 8:14-17


Baptism of Lord, C

Theme: Immersion in his life.


Jan. 12, 2024, Horseheads
TRUE STORY!
It was a Sunday like any other, and right before I walked up to the pulpit, a church member rushed up telling me that Betty Peterson had died in the night. Of course, during the Joys and Concerns, I announced the bad news to the congregation, to many gasps and cries. Then, from the back, in walked Betty Peterson! I wanted to shout: “It’s a miracle!”

Oh, yes, Betty had died all right, a different Betty Peterson, NOT OUR BETTY PETERSON! (Name has been changed to protect the innocent.) 

When comedian and centenarian finally Bob Hope died in 2002, notable voices from around the country and from all walks of life collectively paused to say, “Thanks for the memories.”

Some of the observations were tinged with humor, as Hope himself expected they would be, BECAUSE his death had previously been announced many times when he was live!

Hope was also the subject of a premature obituary in 1989 when the Associated Press published a notice of his death. The obituary landed in the hands of a U.S. Congressman who announced the news to the entire House of Representatives.

Jon Stewart, host of the Daily Show, wryly noted that The New York Times had used an obituary to mark the occasion of Hope’s passing that was written by reporter Vincent Canby, who himself had died in 2000!

(Most major news organizations keep pre-written obituaries for famous people on file - just in case. These obituaries were unintentionally accessible to the public for 20 minutes in April 2003, and they announced the death of Hope, as well as the deaths of Fidel Castro, Vice President Dick Cheney, retired U.S. presidents Gerald Ford and Ronald Reagan, retired South African president Nelson Mandela and Pope John Paul II.)

This is relevant because the reading from Acts for today concerns the Samaritans, who had already written themselves off.  As far as they were concerned, they were already dead to the grace and the promises of God.  
But in God’s kingdom, no one is outside his love and grace.  They simply hear the gospel, and believe, and are saved, and then the Holy Spirit comes upon them so they can have power to witness to others.  Its that simple!

Have you ever thought you were a goner? The ready and willing ministry of the apostles is a reminder to God’s people as to who they are and who God is, even as the Holy Spirit fell on believers that previously were thought to be outside the covenant of God! 

The prophet Isaiah says something that we need to keep in mind. In chapter 43 he says: Israel (chosen of God) belongs to the Lord. God knows them by name. They were rescued, redeemed, saved. God is doing a new thing.  God is with them.
 
 And that’s not all. We are now, according to St. Paul, and Jesus himself, the new Israel. We are chosen by God for a purpose. You are chosen by God for a purpose!

We are “precious” (v. 4).
We are “honored” (v. 4).
We are “loved” (v. 4).

We’ll pass through the fire unburned. We’ll walk through the flood unharmed because God is with us, making it impossible for the fires and floods of life to lay a hand on our souls.

No obituary needed, God says.

But the text not only tells us a lot about ourselves, it also speaks volumes about the God who is there to help us write our life’s story.
Ira Williams writes in God in Unexpected Places, a chapter entitled, “Where is God?”  

“Suddenly I felt cold and alone in the world, and wondered if there is a God who knows or cares anymore – or if there ever was!

I went to the observatory and put my eyes to the giant telescope, and as I scanned the night skies I found no trace of God.

I went up into the mountains and watched the stream churning in little pools as it ran down over the rocks.  A cloud bank covered the sun and the whole world turned cold, and the God I looked for in nature did not show his face.

I went to the church and sat in the pew, and looked at the cross on the altar and the faces in the windows.  But the cross was only a lovely piece of handicraft to me, and the face in the window was stiff and unmoving.  And the God whom I hoped to find there escaped me again.

And I said, ‘they are right, these men – God is dead.’

I moved down the street and passed the home of a man lonely and in trouble.  A half – forgotten phrase kept intruding its way into my thoughts: ‘As you did it to one of the least of these my brethren, you did it unto me.’  For some reason I turned back to the home of the lonely man and shared his troubles.

Leaving his home, I looked up at the stars and sensed the mystery of the divine.

I lifted up my eyes to the hills and praised the Creator for the wonder of the world he had made.

I stepped into the church and thanked God for the Christ who became known to me through sharing the burdens of my brother.”

We’re really talking about starting over with God.  It is in our nature to go it alone.  But on our own we end up in the wilderness, and we become thirsty for meaning in life; hungry for fellowship with others.  It is Interesting that Jesus’ baptism comes right after having been in the wilderness, and fasting for 40 days!  He can relate to us.
John the Baptist just happened to be baptizing people in the Jordan river, far away from the ceremonial waters of the Synagogue or temple.  He told them this:  Turn away from your sins, and be washed clean by God!  By doing this in the Jordan river, he was reminding people of their ancestor’s entrance into Jordan by passing through the same river!
So John the Baptist was really renewing an old Act of God, making something which people had forgotten about, into something which God would use to Christen his own Son: “This is my beloved Son, with thee I am well pleased!”

How far will we wander from God’s love?  I hear story after story from people who seem to be doing well on the outside – but on the inside are full of turmoil.  Often it is related to self – destructive, addictive behavior.  Either they are abusing alcohol to quiet the pain, or they are in turmoil from the alcohol’s effects.  Still others are trapped in a family where abuse is taking place, and they do not know what to do.  Some are hooked on drugs or pornography, or unhealthy relationships, or self – mutilation.  There seem to be no answers.  God seems silent, like he is shutting them out.  Have you ever felt like that?  Listen!  
God says in Is. 43: “Behold, I am doing a new thing, do you not perceive it?”  Can you apply this to your life?  Sure you can!  God is doing a new thing in your life.  Do you perceive it?
In the river of lost dreams, when you feel separated from God and nothing seems to work; your prayers bounce off the ceiling and you have no sign or miracle or helper coming your way, LISTEN:  God is saying it again, now to you, as he said it to Jesus:

  “This is my beloved son, daughter, with whom I am well pleased!”
We’re made by God. We are loved by God. We’re in the presence of God, right here, right now and always. It’s the way it is. It’s not a mistake. It’s not an exaggeration.

God’s love for us can’t be exaggerated. It’s so big, so strong, so powerful that mere words can’t contain it any more than an obituary is ever an accurate assessment of a life. An obituary, prematurely published or timely, is a fragmentary reflection. The life lived was so much bigger. Just like the love of God for us is so much bigger than can be said.

This is so, even when we feel afraid; even when we feel alone — God is with us, caring about us and loving us.

Of course, death comes to us all. An obituary will be written — some day. 

 At times like these we may feel as if God has it in for us. 

Wrong. God is in it for us. 

Few of us have premature obituaries on file at media companies awaiting our demise. Even so, we may want our obituaries, however humble, to say something like: She persevered in hard times because of her faith. The trials and tragedies of life never stopped her from loving her family. She worked hard. She spent time with her kids. She loved to laugh. When the rivers rose, she survived. When the fires burned, she endured — because she was a child of God.

Isaiah reminds us that as long as we have breath in us, it’s premature to publish our obituary, because there is always Hope (and we’re not talking about Bob). 
TRUE STORY!

Early Fall, 2024 I was driving in Elmira after a meeting of pastors and saw on the roadside, tipped over, a metal shelf unit that was tall and not very wide. I had been looking in secondhand stores for a shelf for my office to put brochures and plants on just inside the door. I stopped, put it in my trunk, replaced the top surface, cleaned it up, and now it is my office. I am still working to add more shelves down below. It is a work in progress.

Do you ever feel like that? Dropped off a truck, part damaged, useless to God? Worn out, with no viable use?

No matter how worn out we feel—
No matter how separated from God we’ve become-

We can begin again with God.  How do we do this?

1. Confess our sins (If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.)

2. Be forgiven by Christ’s atoning blood (his sacrifice on the cross brought forgiveness to all the world who ask)

3. Be restored to right relationship with God by being baptized in his name, in his love, in his being.

4. Walk in newness of life (Behold, I am doing a new thing… in you!)

5. Surrender to God’s will for your life: put him as your Lord and Master and all you do it follow what he says to do, as found in his word and in the Holy Spirit’s leading.

This may all be new to you and you still cannot believe that God can help you.  God says through Isaiah: “Do not remember the former things, nor consider the things of old; Behold, I am doing a new thing!”

It could be that your life feels depressed, and you can never climb out of that dark feeling of isolation.  The Psalmist says, “Weeping endures for the night, but joy comes in the morning.”

Paul writes, “If God is for us, who can stand against us?”
Jesus says it this way, “God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, (that’s Jesus) that whoever believes in him should not die, but live forever.”

Have you messed up your life?

Has your life messed you up?

There is time to fix it.  Right now.  Right here.

There is a person just waiting to take you into his life – repair shop and do an overhaul.  Jesus has not given up on you.  All you must do is come to him, believe in him, and let him give you your life back, the way it was meant to be.  Give your life over to Christ.  
2 Corinthians 5:17

17 So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything has become new! 
That’s what baptism is all about. So, take the plunge.
You have not lost your life.  God has found you.   Begin again with God.
