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January 10, 2021 – Baptism of our Lord 

 

 

Welcome/Life of the Fellowship 
 
Welcome!  This worship service was recorded at MacNeill Baptist Church for Sunday January 10th.  

A number of people have been involved in preparing worship this week:   
Paula Papky, Leanne Tees, Bob & Lynn Bond, Heather Briskin, Brian Power, Bev Leslie, Garth 
Greaves, Brian Anderson and myself. 

I share the sad news learned earlier this week that Donald Foster, a former member of our 
congregation, died on December 21st in his 90th year. His obituary was in the Spectator last week. 

Please refer to the News and Notes for other announcements. 

And now, I invite you to join me in listening to a piece called January Carol, as we prepare our 
hearts for worship. 

 

♫  Prelude  January Carol          J.M.  Neale 
 

 
Lighting of the Christ Candle  
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Together, We Come to God 
 

Call to Worship  

From chaos and darkness God created light and life; 
                   from disorder, created harmony. 
From slavery God called forth a people 
                   and faithfully led them home. 
Let us worship the One in whose love we are called and claimed. 
 

Prayer of Approach 

Creator, Redeemer, Sustainer God, you who stand beside us as we survey the chaos of our world, 
enduring our short-sightedness, our self-centred actions, our tendency to stand safely on the 
shore watching those who must enter the rivers of chaos and woe: 

may we remember your Son, the Beloved, and dare to enter the suffering of others as he did.  
May we sharpen our vision; may our strength be renewed.  May we honour you all our days by 
our compassion and our faithfulness to Christ.  Amen. 

 
 

♫  Opening Hymn # 651     Guide me, O thou great Redeemer 
 
1.Guide me o thou great redeemer, pilgrim through this barren land 
I am weak but thou art mighty; hold me with thy powerful hand 
Bread of heaven, bread of heaven, feed me now and evermore 
Feed me now and evermore. 
 
2. Open now the crystal fountain, whence the healing streams do flow 
Let the fiery cloudy pillar lead me all my journey though 
Strong deliverer, strong deliverer, be thou still my strength and shield 
Be thou still my strength and shield. 
 
3. When I tread the verge of Jordan, bid my anxious fears subside 
Death of death, and hell’s destruction land me sake on Canaan’s side 
Songs of praises, songs of praises, I will ever sing to thee 
I will ever sing to thee. 
 

God Speaks to Us 

Scripture Readings  Genesis 1:1-5 

In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, the earth was a formless void and 
darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God swept over the face of the waters. 
Then God said, "Let there be light"; and there was light. And God saw that the light was good; and 
God separated the light from the darkness. God called the light Day, and the darkness he called 
Night. And there was evening and there was morning, the first day. 

 



 

Psalm 29  

Ascribe to the LORD, O heavenly beings, ascribe to the LORD glory and strength. Ascribe to the 
LORD the glory of his name; worship the LORD in holy splendor. The voice of the LORD is over the 
waters; the God of glory thunders, the LORD, over mighty waters. The voice of the LORD is 
powerful; the voice of the LORD is full of majesty. The voice of the LORD breaks the cedars; the 
LORD breaks the cedars of Lebanon. He makes Lebanon skip like a calf, and Sirion like a young 
wild ox. The voice of the LORD flashes forth flames of fire. The voice of the LORD shakes the 
wilderness; the LORD shakes the wilderness of Kadesh. The voice of the LORD causes the oaks to 
whirl, and strips the forest bare; and in his temple all say, "Glory!" The LORD sits enthroned over 
the flood; the LORD sits enthroned as king forever. May the LORD give strength to his people! 
May the LORD bless his people with peace! AMEN 

 

♫  Musical Reflection   Come to the waters      G. F. Handel 

 
Scripture Reading: Acts 19:1-7   

While Apollos was in Corinth, Paul passed through the interior regions and came to Ephesus, 
where he found some disciples. He said to them, "Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you 
became believers?" They replied, "No, we have not even heard that there is a Holy Spirit." Then 
he said, "Into what then were you baptized?" They answered, "Into John's baptism." Paul said, 
"John baptized with the baptism of repentance, telling the people to believe in the one who was 
to come after him, that is, in Jesus." On hearing this, they were baptized in the name of the Lord 
Jesus. When Paul had laid his hands on them, the Holy Spirit came upon them, and they spoke in 
tongues and prophesied-- altogether there were about twelve of them. 

 
Children’s Time 
  
*Gospel Reading   Mark 1:4-11 

John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the 
forgiveness of sins. And people from the whole Judean countryside and all the people of 
Jerusalem were going out to him, and were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their 
sins. Now John was clothed with camel's hair, with a leather belt around his waist, and he ate 
locusts and wild honey. He proclaimed, "The one who is more powerful than I is coming after me; 
I am not worthy to stoop down and untie the thong of his sandals. I have baptized you with 
water; but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit." In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of 
Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan. And just as he was coming up out of the water, 
he saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit descending like a dove on him. And a voice came 
from heaven, "You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased." 
 
Sermon Rising From The Flood  (Full sermon can be found at the end of the bulletin) 

We Respond to God 

♫  Music for Meditation Deep River        arr. Peter Wolf  
 

 



Pastoral Prayer 

Holy and Eternal God, we give you thanks for your continued presence, for your Holy Spirit still 
hovering over the chaos of the world, for it has been a difficult, chaotic week. 

Numbers of those infected with COVID-19 have surged, hospitals have been overwhelmed and 
vaccines don’t come fast enough. 

We remember before you Ann Blinch’s mother, Rosemarie, in long term care in St. Thomas and 
doing poorly.  We pray that Ann and her sister will be allowed to offer their mother the comfort 
of a visit; we pray that Rosemarie will know your Spirit’s comfort, too. 

We pray for the family and friends of Don Foster who died last month at Shalom Village.  For all 
the good you accomplished in and through the life of Don, we give thanks. 

We name in silence before you other family and friends in long term care and pray that their 
fears and suffering will be relieved. 

We pray for our front-line health care workers that they will know their long hours, their 
sacrifices, are appreciated.  May they be seen as angels as they care for the sick. 

We give you thanks in this week of political upheaval for the wisdom and patience of those you 
have called as leaders.  Especially we pray for soon-to-be President, Joe Biden and soon-to-be 
Vice President, Kamala Harris.  May they be faithful to you in their work and witness, bringing the 
healing their country so needs. 

We give you thanks for the way Jesus of Nazareth was open to your call to be a healer, a 
transformer of chaos and hopelessness into peace and dignity.  For his courage in leaving the 
familiar behind and stepping into the river with John, we give thanks.  For those who followed 
him into new life and passed down their stories, we are grateful.  Give us eyes and ears and 
hearts as brave as theirs that by our baptism we may take part in that transformation.  May we 
offer hope in hard times and in hard places, and may we trust in Christ’s redeeming power. 

Holy God, we pray for our safety and that of our community in the days ahead.  We pray that 
however our church participates in worship and pastoral care people will know that they belong.  
And may your Holy Spirit be known as she brings us out of the wilderness and home to you, 
through Christ our Lord.  Amen. 

  

♫ Closing Hymn # 784 Thy kingdom come - on bended knee 
 
1. Thy kingdom come -- on bended knee the passing ages pray; 

and faithful souls have yearned to see on earth that kingdom's day. 

 

2. But the slow watches of the night not less to God belong; 

and for the everlasting right the silent stars are strong. 

 

3. And lo, already on the hills the flags of dawn appear; 

gird up your loins, ye prophet souls, proclaim the day is near: 

 

4. The day to whose clear shining light all wrong shall stand revealed, 

when justice shall be throned in might, and every heart be healed; 

 

5. When knowledge, hand in hand with peace, shall walk the earth abroad; 

the day of perfect righteousness, the promised day of God. 



 
Benediction  

Let us remember that even now we are gathered at the river with angels and saints to rejoice in 
our baptism and to live daily our calling to new life in Christ.   
May the love of God, the grace of Christ, and the communion of the Holy Spirit rest on you and 
remain with you this day and forever more.  Amen.
 

♫ Postlude   Infinite Light                  Oxford Book of Carols   

 

***   ***   ***   ***   ***   ***   *** 

Sermon: Rising From the Flood 

 I have lived near water my entire life, close to lakes, rivers, creeks, ponds.  I was born in 
Windsor but lived for a short time when I was six in Toronto, on the banks of the Humber River 
– after Hurricane Hazel.  I grew up in Oakville with Lake Ontario and the Sixteen Mile Creek 
nearby and smaller creeks and ponds as playgrounds.  Then I moved to Hamilton, where I had 
to get used to thinking of Lake Ontario to the north rather than south.  For years now I’ve lived 
in Dundas, a short distance from Spencer Creek and from Cootes Paradise. 

 Water always sparks my imagination.  In my writings over the past thirty years – since I 
started writing seriously – it is water that turns up again and again as symbol or metaphor for 
the Divine.  And so to meet Jesus at the water, to be immersed with him in his baptism in the 
river, holds great appeal and meaning for me. 

 Rivers and seas play such an important role in our Scriptures.  Water is holy.  The whole 
story begins in Genesis, “the earth was a formless void and darkness covered the face of the 
deep.”  The first act of creation is to separate light from darkness, day from night.  And then is 
land set apart from the waters, those waters whom modern science tells us we came from:  the 
waters of life. 

 It shouldn’t surprise us that water, particular rivers, plays such a large part not just in 
humanity’s physical life, but also in the life of the imagination. Rivers the world over have 
mythic importance. India has its divine, life-giving Ganges; Africa, the Nile; China, the Yangtze; 
South America, the Amazon; the U.S., the Mississippi; Canada, the St. Lawrence. Countless 
stories and myths have taken place along these rivers and because of them. The whole Biblical 
story wraps up in Revelation with that image of the garden and the four rivers that flow out of 
it. 

And for the people of Israel, it is the Jordan River that fires the imagination.  After 
Moses’ death, Joshua leads the people across the Jordan, into that land flowing with milk and 
honey.  Jesus receives his calling, his very identity, from that river.  

  As for all of us, did we not all swim inside our mothers before the breaking of her 
waters?  We emerged into light, were caught and swaddled as we took our first breaths.  No 
wonder we are at times profoundly moved by the presence of water, frightened by its power, 
awed by its beauty, mourning its destruction and loss.  No wonder we are so affected by that 
line in the hymn, “When through the deep waters I call thee to go,/ the rivers of woe shall not 
thee overflow…”  Or the hymn we sang earlier, “When I tread the verge of Jordan, bid my 
anxious fears subside…land me safe on Canaan’s side.”  No wonder songs about freedom from 



enslavement still speak to us in spirituals like, “Deep River, my home is over Jordan.”  It’s a song 
that recalls the former slaves making their way across the Detroit River, the Niagara, the St. 
Lawrence, to safety.  Rivers haunt us, awe us, run through us in our journeys to faith and to 
freedom. 

 And so today we come once more to the River Jordan.  In a mere seven verses, the 
Gospel writer spreads out a whole panorama of Jesus’ world, its geography, social structures 
and history; its meaning for John the Baptizer and Jesus and all the readers of this gospel for 
two thousand years.  Indeed, this river story is the astonishing introduction to Mark’s gospel. 

 The writer begins simply:  “John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness.”  You know 
him, this man who lived out there in the wilderness, who walked around in animal skins and ate 
what he could glean, honey and wild locusts.  The original listeners to this sentence would 
recognize John’s resemblance to Elijah right away.  They would be asking themselves who 
would choose to live in the wilderness, to make his home there.  It was a nearly deserted place 
referred to by the Deuteronomist  as “the howling waste.”  This was no pastoral landscape of 
grazing sheep with paths and trails clearly marked.  It was a place where one could easily get 
lost.  There were rocky regions and precipices.  It was a place of meaninglessness and disorder; 
one of those places where the wandering Israelites had cried out for food and water and rest.  
There were lions there and poisonous snakes, foxes and scorpions.  There were outlaws and 
bandits.  Only someone labeled a deviant, like John, would choose to live there.  Only one who 
had clearly rejected family obligations and his duties to the Temple would choose call it home. 

 So what is it makes John shake off the civilized world of temple, city, villages, farms, law 
and order and head into the wilderness?  Mark says John is out there making a proclamation.  
He’s like a town crier with news about a great military victory or the birth of a royal child or a 
new monarch ascending the throne.  And he is crying out for people to be baptized. 

 In John’s day, to be sure, there were groups that had their water rituals.  Hand-washing 
before meals.  Women’s ritual baths once a month.  The priests at the Temple washed their 
hands before approaching the altar to make sacrifices.  But John’s baptism wasn’t about that 
sort of ritual purification.  His was, he claimed, for the remission of sins.  This was a shocking 
statement should the Temple priests ever hear about it.  Only they could forgive sins. 

 What sort of sins is John the baptizer talking about, I wonder.  It would seem that sins 
were things one could not change.  One could always hope to come to come to the priests at 
the Jerusalem Temple and beg for absolution.  But sins were things that marked you as an 
outcast:  being brought low by debt, a most common sin; having a skin disease; being lame, 
blind, deaf; being a childless widow or worse, a prostitute; being a child of a mixed marriage; 
and that eye-opener of being born to a poor woman about whom there was suspicion, whispers 
of a bastard child.  These were just some of those excluded from priest and Temple and 
forgiveness. 

 But, wait a moment.  That would make Jesus, son of Mary, a child born in sin.  Sure, 
Joseph claimed him but everyone knew Joseph wasn’t the father.  Jesus was one of those who 
could not just go to the Temple and beg forgiveness, much less be given it.  Some things cannot 
be changed.  And then along comes John saying, forget the priests and Temple.  Come and be 
baptized.  That will be the sign that you repent and your sins will be washed away. 

 There’s a choice to be made here.  Does one leave the carefully ordered and 
documented life of the city and town, the religious laws, to step into the river with John; to step 
toward personal and social transformation?  Because I think that’s what this is all about, these 
seven verses at the beginning of Mark’s gospel.  To be baptized was, and still is, stepping into a 



community and a personal life transformed.  We leave behind the wider culture we were born 
into and take up life in a community focused on transformation.  The river gives us new life. 

 I can never think about that dying to the old life and being raised to the new without 
remembering the first time my grandchildren witnessed a baptism here at MacNeill.  It was 
perhaps ten years ago, perhaps that Sunday that Alison Greaves, Garth’s daughter, was 
baptized.  There must have been a dozen of our children up in the chancel to see better.  I know 
my grandson, Oscar, was standing up on a choir pew, watching.  And as we came back to our 
seats, he whispered, “Grandma, can I be baptized?”  And I said he could, one day.  And then he 
asked, “Do I have to die first?” 

 What a question!  He must have really been listening to the baptismal liturgy about the 
way one dies to the old life and is raised to the new.  One is transformed!  One is forever 
opened to new ways of seeing the world, hearing its peoples, acting in ways that are just and 
compassionate. 

 Look again at what happens to Jesus in that moment when John plunges him into the 
river and then raises him up.  He sees the heavens torn apart and the Spirit like adove 
descending on him.  He hears a voice from heaven.  And his very being, his identity, is 
transformed.  No longer is he Jesus, son of Mary, born out of wedlock, a travelling carpenter, 
illiterate, landless, nearly as low in honour as a slave.  It is as if he can see and hear into the 
heart of heaven.  The voice from heaven bestows on him the highest honour possible:  Son of 
God.  Beloved Son.  The One in whom God is well pleased. 

 It’s unclear whether anyone nearby saw and heard this vision Jesus experienced.  Mark 
doesn’t say Jesus was alone.  He had, it’s true, come away from his family and made the 
journey on his own.  You might say he was leaving all that behind, just as John had.  But there 
would have been a crowd there at the river.  Was Jesus was identifying with all those who had 
come from the city?  Well, here, Mark was exaggerating.  Anyone who was anyone in the city 
would never have come, wouldn’t have walked away from power and privilege to line up on the 
riverside with beggars and artisans and traders and even slaves, even deviants like John and 
Jesus.  Nor would the elites have stood waiting their turn with debt-ridden farmers, day-
labourers, people described as sinners.  For it was these folk who came to the river, their last 
hope for forgiveness of the sin of being reviled, undignified in their neediness, but still clinging 
to the hope for life transformed.  These were the people with whom Jesus identified. 

 Did they see and hear the vision Jesus had?  Perhaps not.  Maybe to them he was still 
just a Nazareen, a nobody. But as the rest of Mark’s Gospel unspools, we learn of those who do 
know Jesus’ true identity as “the Son of God.”  Spirit know him.  Evil spirits will meet him deep 
in the wilderness to test him, to taunt him, saying, “If you are the Son of God, throw yourself 
down from the pinnacle of the Temple to prove it.”  Early on in his ministry, one he meets for 
healing cries, “I know who you are, the Holy One of God.”  The evil spirit tormenting the man, 
Legion, will shout at the top of his voice, “What have you to do with me, Jesus, Son of the Most 
High God?”  It takes a longer time for Jesus’ followers to know his true identity, though.  Peter, 
James and John receive that knowledge on the Mount of Transfiguration.  But the readers of 
Mark’s Gospel know it from chapter 1, verse 1:  “The beginning of the good news of Jesus 
Christ, the Son of God.” 

 This Season of Epiphany, of opening up and showing forth, includes this story of who 
Jesus is.  His own life transformed, he becomes the transformer of the world’s chaos and 
injustice.  We can sit on the riverbank, warm and dry, and cheer Jesus on, keeping to our 
privileged status, clinging to our need for order, for sameness.  Or we can enter the river and be 



transformed.  We can remember over and over again that once we too entered the waters of 
baptism.  Once we too were changed.  We became the children of God. 

 Sometimes when I write a poem, I imagine Jesus speaking.  Today’s baptism story gave 
rise to this poem: 

            Rising From the Flood 
And Jesus said, enter the flood, 
    give yourself over to the deep river of God’s love. 
And Jesus said, the flood is love 
    the flood is faithfulness, the flood is life. 
And Jesus said, I am the river. 
     let my life wash over you; 
     all that is chaos and void let the river fill. 
And Jesus said, I gave myself to the river, 
 to the call of God that washes us time and again. 
And Jesus said, enter the wave; 
 let God’s love flow in you, 
 let your love flow out. 
And Jesus said, you will not drown; 
 I am holding you, giving you strength 
 to rise from the flood, to come 
 to the light, to rest on the shore of my spirit, 
 after your cold, deep swim. 
And Jesus said, 
 I am the river of healing; 
 enter and be made whole.    
                               (Paula Papky, 2015) 
 


