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“Defining Moment”
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There are moments in all of our lives that shape and define who we are.  Such moments may occur in unexpected ways.
We go through various stages of life that are marked by various rites of passage.  Our recollections of our infancy are often vague and our uneasiness about the future may trouble us as we face our sunset years.

The years in between are fraught with the challenges of everyday living.  We indulge ourselves in the quest for meaning and purpose.  Somewhere along the way whatever knowledge we may have acquired gives way to a wisdom that can only come from defining moments in our lives. 
Today is the Baptism of Christ Sunday.  On a day such as this we are invited to consider the mystery and wonder of the baptism of Jesus Christ and of our own baptism.

I was baptized over thirty years ago into the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints while living on the island of Hawai‘i.  I became a member of the Honaunau Ward in South Kona.

I was an active member of the church for a few years.  I don’t know if I was baptized as an infant when our family was a part of the Ka‘iliʻilinehe or Lanakila churches in Kona that were established as congregational Christian churches in the early 1800’s.  Whether or not I had been baptized it became clear to the elders of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints that I needed to be baptized in order to become a member of the church.

Not long after returning to Honolulu to attend college, I left the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints.  I had become dismayed at the time over the church’s exclusion of Blacks from the priesthood and leadership of the church.  The Civil Rights Act had already been signed into law only a few years earlier.  It made no sense to me.  
Over time I found myself attending an evangelical Protestant church in Kaimuki.  It was there that I was baptized for the second time.  I was told that I needed to be baptized again.
At this point in my life I know that I have been baptized at least twice as an adult.  If baptism is indeed a defining moment in our lives then it would seem that I’ve had more than a few defining moments.

In looking back on my life I know I did not fully understand the significance and meaning of baptism.  I thought about that as I drove up Ka‘ahumanu Avenue around dusk yesterday on my way home to Wailuku.  It was hard not to notice the clouds that were reaching down into ‘Ïao Valley and pushing up the sides of the mountain range we call Kahalawai.  The brunt of a storm front headed in our direction from the north had already reached Kaua‘i hours earlier and was on its way to O‘ahu.
Early this morning the storm reached Lānaʻi.  Our “Call to Worship” this morning includes portions of Psalm 29, “with its vivid portrayal of the union of natural storms with the voice and activity of God.”  (Preaching Through the Christian Year B; Craddock, Hayes, Holladay & Tucker, Trinity Press International, Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, 1993, page 73)
As I looked at the clouds pushing their way into the valley and rising high above Kahalawai, I tried to imagine what it may have been like for those who were at Jordan River the day John baptized Jesus.  In one sense Psalm 29 mirrors the account of Jesus’ baptism that comes from our reading from The Gospel According to Mark.  It may be said that Jesus’ baptism was also one in which “disturbances in nature as well as a heavenly voice” occur. (Op. cit.)
Our reading from The Book of Genesis also mirrors Jesus’ baptism when we consider its imagery and theology.  “The image of the Spirit of God moving over the waters, God speaking and creating and the reference to the first day remind us of many features associated with the baptism of Jesus.  Just as the original act of God inaugurated the first creation, so the baptism of Jesus inaugurated his (ministry), and the baptism of individuals inaugurates their new creation.”  (Op. cit.)  
In the beginning God speaks and acts and a new creation comes into being.  For the writer of The Gospel According to Mark Jesus’ baptism signifies the beginning of his public life in a new age.  The signs are there in the splitting of the heavens (Isaiah 64:1; Ezekiel 1:1); the descent of the Holy Spirit (Isaiah 11:2; 42:1; 61:1-4), and the voice from heaven (Psalm 2:6-7; Isaiah 42:1).
John baptized with water but Jesus, the one more powerful than John, would baptize with the Holy Spirit (Mark 1:7-8).  The baptism of Jesus was not only a declaration that he was the Son of God (Mark 1:1; 9:2-8; 15:39) - that he was both sovereign and servant - but it was also a statement of what it meant for the early church to be people of a new creation.  Many came to associate the baptism with the Holy Spirit with what it meant for them to be disciples of Jesus.

As people of a new creation they shared the power of the Holy Spirit made available to them through Jesus.  That power is what enabled Jesus to do battle against demons and all the evil forces that maim, cripple, alienate, and destroy human life.

It is that power that will enable us to do the same.  Whatever else may be said about the varieties of interpretations of the Holy Spirit, this gift was at the heart of the early Christian church and it is at the heart of what it means for us to be the church today. 
At his baptism God affirms the goodness of all creation and calls Jesus “beloved.”  In our reading from Mark, it is only Jesus who sees the heavens open and the Holy Spirit descend like a dove and it is only Jesus who hears the voice from heaven:  “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.”

The gift of the Holy Spirit and the affirmation of God’s love both mark the beginning of Jesus’ call into ministry.  It is a defining moment for Jesus and it is a defining moment we also share with him through our own baptism.  
Baptism is important to our identity as Christians because it is the defining moment in which we become a part of the Christian family.  Our lives like his are transformed by the presence of the Holy Spirit and the power of God’s love.
In the defining moment of our own baptism, God speaks to each of us – “Mei Shan, you are my beloved daughter; with you I am well pleased.”

“Larry, you are my beloved son, with you I am well pleased.”  “Auntie Myra, you are my beloved daughter, with you I am well pleased.”  “John, you are my beloved.  I am pleased.” 
It is not enough for us to bask in the certainty of God’s love.  It has been said that if Jesus was designated as servant of God and declared concerning himself that he “came not to be served but to serve” (Mark 10:45), then our life as disciples of Jesus Christ is clear. 
Whether we are members and friends of the church here in Mäkena or the church in other places from which many of you have come, the call to serve remains.  Who among us is willing to say, “Here am I, Lord!”?  

It is a question we may each ask of ourselves.  As we commit ourselves to be servants in the service of others may we be strengthened by the presence of the Holy Spirit and sustained by the power of God’s love.  Amen. 
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