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Just the Beginning

[bookmark: _GoBack]This week, we received a New Year’s card from a former coworker of Scott’s. His three children adorned the front, but that’s where the similarity to all the other holiday cards ended. Rather than dressing in their best outfits and smiling warm seasons’ greetings with the family’s Christmas tree and Menorah in the background (Dad is Jewish, Mom is Christian), these three kiddos sported sunglasses, hoodies with the hoods up, and nefarious glares as they walked quickly away from a burning building. The card reads: “Never. Look. Back.”
On the heels the dumpster-fire-of-a-year we’ve just endured and our collective longing for a new beginning, I stood giggling in my kitchen for longer than I care to admit. “Well played, friends,” I thought. 2020 has finally ended, and we all get to walk quickly away. 
The fact is I feel this way every January – a desire to walk away from old habits and behaviors that no longer benefit me, coupled with anticipation for new beginnings. I know I’m not alone – this is why we make new year’s resolutions and refocus on life goals every January. Our feelings this year aren’t different; they’re magnified. For me at least, the beginning of a new year, coupled with the beginning of Covid19 vaccinations, has opened my eyes to all sorts of new beginnings: my citrus trees are blooming with the promise of fruit in due season, my backyard beds are newly tilled and ready to be planted, and a list of state parks yet to be explored is calling my name. 
Among all these new beginnings, today we begin our triennial reading of the Gospel of Mark. To be sure, we heard snippets of this first gospel during Advent, but today we begin in earnest. Today, we begin at the beginning. Well, almost. Our gospel reading today’s starts in Mark, chapter 1, verse 4. This leaves out some important table-setting by Mark. I’m reminded of the sage advice of one of my Bible professors: pay attention to beginnings, for they offer important clues about an author’s perspective and intentions. So, let’s back up to chapter 1, verse 1.
“The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.”
The beginning. 
It’s no accident Mark opens his Gospel with these words – and it isn’t great inventiveness either. Mark deliberately evokes another beginning –the beginning – the one we read today from Genesis “when God created the heavens and the earth.” For Mark, understanding Jesus’ life and its significance for us requires us to look back all the way to the beginning of …. well, everything. And Mark continues looking back in verses 2 and 3, quoting from the prophet Isaiah:
“See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you, …
the voice of one crying out in the wilderness:
   ‘Prepare the way of the Lord.’”

Mark understands Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection as a new beginning – but not as a new story. Rather, Mark’s Gospel speaks of a pivotal moment – a turning point – in God’s great love story. “The God we meet in Jesus, Mark tells us, is the same God spoken of in the Hebrew scriptures, who is doing a new thing.”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  The Rev. Dr. Marshall Jolly, “Beginnings.”] 

Having set the table, Mark can now tell the story. And he begins very differently than the other evangelists. At Christmas, we read Luke’s beginning, complete with the conception of John, annunciation to Mary, visitation to Elizabeth, journey to Bethlehem, birth in a manger, and visit from the shepherds. And, between the second Sunday of Christmas and Epiphany, we’ve read much of Matthew’s beginning, with the visitation of the magi and flight to Egypt. By comparison, Mark’s beginning feels abrupt: he omits Jesus’ birth completely, jumping in at the Jordan River where Jesus by John meet as adults. Surely Mark knew the birth stories, knew Jesus had a mother named Mary, knew he came to that moment on the banks of the Jordan with a whole host of life experiences that made him who he was at that moment. For starters, Mark would’ve begun with the voice of one crying out in the wilderness – or placed Jesus with John at the Jordan – if he hadn’t heard all the stories establishing the prophetic link between Jesus and John the Baptizer. 
I wonder if Mark jumps over all that to begin the story here at the Jordan River because this is where each of us jumps into the story as well. Like Jesus, each of us comes to baptism with a story that’s already begun. We come with a family and a collection of experiences that have made us who we are. Like Jesus, who came to baptism surrounded by a community that began “in the beginning” and had been listening for the “voice … crying out in the wilderness” ever since, we come to baptism with a community. We come with parents, sponsors, and a collection of representatives of the Body of Christ who have begun and will continue to impart to us an understanding of God’s great love story and our role therein. Maybe that’s why Mark begins here.
And here, at the beginning of his Gospel, Mark focuses on three things that happen when Jesus is baptized: “Just as he was coming up out of the water, he 
· saw the heavens torn apart and 
· [saw] the Spirit descending on him like a dove and
· [heard] a voice … from heaven, ‘You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.’”

These three things took place at each of our baptisms and will take place this morning as we baptize Brynn. When the heavens opened for us – when they open for her – the distance between God and us thins. God comes so close to us and we so close to God that we feel God’s presence tangibly and hear God’s voice clearly. The Spirit descends and bestows upon us spiritual gifts, equipping us for ministry as a member of the Body of Christ. And a voice from heaven speaks to us of a great and powerful love, saying: “You are my son – my daughter, you are beloved, with you I am pleased.” 
“The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God,” is a baptism. Mark has a great deal more to tell us about Jesus’ life, ministry, death, and resurrection. Jesus’ baptism is just the beginning – it’s what prepares him to accomplish his purpose on earth. So, too, our baptism is just the beginning of our ministry here on earth. Too often, I worry with Marshall Jolly, an Episcopal priest in North Carolina, that we treat baptism as a “sacramental … trophy to be displayed in a lighted and locked cabinet”[footnoteRef:2] – a certificate to add to the baby book. The fact of the matter is that baptism – in which the space between us and God thins, the Spirit descends, and God speaks to us of love and belonging – is the beginning of a lifelong, full-time vocation. This, Jolly tells us, is why “it’s so important we renew our baptismal vows over and over again, and share in the feast of Christ’s body and blood over and over again, and read and study Scripture over and over again—because we human beings are forgetful people!”[footnoteRef:3]  [2:  Ibid.]  [3:  Ibid.] 

Don’t forget. Pay attention to beginnings, my professor’s voice rings in my ear. Today we stand at the brink of just such a beginning: “The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.” The beginning of a new year in which we’ll read all about that good news. A new year full of promise and expectations that God will, once again, abide in our midst and accomplish that which God has purposed. 
Today, we stand at the edge of the Jordan River with Jesus and John, with people from the whole Judean countryside and all the people of Jerusalem. We stand with all the saints who have gone before us. Each of us stands here today with our own story that arises in the middle of God’s great love story. We stand here today, because “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth”, because of priests, judges, kings, and prophets, and because – at a pivotal moment in God’s story – God took on human flesh and lived among us and changed everything.

So, by all means, let’s walk quickly away from the burning building that was 2020. While we’re at it, let’s walk quickly away from all the habits and behaviors that no longer serve us. But, friends, as we walk quickly away, let us not deceive ourselves into thinking that we can – or should – “never look back.” Rather, let us regularly look back to the beginning, the middle, the pivotal moment, and all the little moments that make up our histories and have brought to stand here at the bank of the Jordan today. Let us admit that many of these moments actually took place in 2020. Only when we understand that we are both walking away and looking back can we stand together and once again proclaim:
“I believe in God, the Father Almighty, creator of heaven and earth and in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord.”
Amen.
