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Mark 1:1-11 
The beginning of the good news about Jesus the Messiah, the Son of God, as it is written in 
Isaiah the prophet: 
“I will send my messenger ahead of you, 
    who will prepare your way”— 
“a voice of one calling in the wilderness, 
‘Prepare the way for the Lord, 
    make straight paths for him.’” 
And so John the Baptist appeared in the wilderness, preaching a baptism of repentance for the 
forgiveness of sins. The whole Judean countryside and all the people of Jerusalem went out to 
him. Confessing their sins, they were baptized by him in the Jordan River. John wore clothing 
made of camel’s hair, with a leather belt around his waist, and he ate locusts and wild honey. 
And this was his message: “After me comes the one more powerful than I, the straps of whose 
sandals I am not worthy to stoop down and untie. I baptize you with water, but he will baptize 
you with the Holy Spirit.” 
At that time Jesus came from Nazareth in Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan. Just 
as Jesus was coming up out of the water, he saw heaven being torn open and the Spirit 
descending on him like a dove. And a voice came from heaven: “You are my Son, whom I love; 
with you I am well pleased. 
 
 

Six years ago I shepherded a group from Cypress Creek Christian 

Church on a trip to the Holy Land.  It was June and the sun was so intense 

that each time we stopped outdoors to listen to our guide, we would 

immediately scan the location, seeking out even the smallest, most 

miserable Charlie Brown Christmas tree in order to stand in the shade. We 

spent our days vying for the limited shade we could find because even the 

sturdiest Texans in our group were wilting in the desert sun.  I discovered 

a new experience of heat that week in the Holy Land.  Across those days I 
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gained new insight into a story about shade in the Old Testament.  You 

remember Jonah sitting up on a hill overlooking Ninevah at the end of his 

story.  He’s unhappy to begin with because God forgave the city of 

Ninevah when they all repented.  As he sits there pouting, a plant grows 

up beside him and gets tall enough to shade him from the sun.  The next 

day God causes the plant to die and Jonah loses it. I have personal 

experience now that helps me understand what it meant when Jonah lost 

his shade. 

The scorching sun made our field trip to the Jordan River to 

remember the baptism of Jesus especially wonderful. It was an oasis of 

large shade trees along a soft moss-covered riverbank. The water was cool 

and clear and deep. There was so much shade there are the river that the 

air was practically green. It was heaven. 

More about that experience in just a minute but let me pause for the 

sake of authenticity.  The year I visited the Holy Land was the first year 

that there were actually two sites for pilgrims in Israel to remember the 

baptism of Jesus. For decades it has been impossible to visit the most 

accurate location, referred to in the Gospel of John as “Bethany beyond 

the Jordan.” You couldn’t visit there because that location was part of a 

war zone on the border of Israel and Jordan. The two neighbors made 

peace in 1994. Eight years later Jordan opened its own site for the baptism 

of Jesus, substantiating the location with evidence from the remains of 

ancient churches nearby and from the historic writings of early pilgrims.  
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Three years later a competing baptism site opened on the Israeli side.  Our 

guide took us to see that site, which looked something like our version of a 

roadside park with stairs for pilgrims to descend to a shallow, muddy 

water.  

It’s more likely the location, but here’s the challenge: in 1967 Israel 

captured the West Bank and then planted explosives to help secure their 

frontier against infiltration from Jordan.  Some of the ancient churches 

were booby trapped.  Anti-tank mines and anti-personnel mines, 

improvised devices and unexploded ordinances all remain over about 200 

acres owned by the Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox Churches.  

According to Halo, a non-profit that removes land mines from public 

places around the world, it will take $4 million and two years to clear the 

western site of Jesus’ baptism. 

Perhaps that’s why our Israeli tour guide chose for us the alternate 

Jordan River experience where the big tour buses go.  I’m glad he did.  

Partly because of the shade.  But also because we had modern dressing 

rooms and our entry fee included a white robe and a fluffy towel.  Most of 

our group were remembering their baptism but one was being baptized for 

the first time and I was caught up in his excitement as we waited our turn 

in the River.  From the river bank you could look up and down the river 

and see hundreds of pilgrims in white robes entering the water.  But once I 

moved out into the river I could see even better.  Some churches had more 

than 100 members in the water. You could hear pastors preaching from the 
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water and choirs on the river banks singing in many languages. In between 

the baptisms I was performing I could feel small fish brushing against my 

bare feet like feathers tickling my toes.  

As I looked up and down the river that day it was easy to imagine the 

crowds that flocked to the river to hear John the Baptist preach. They 

came such a great distance because God spoke through John in a powerful 

way, hearts were changed, believers repented, and the water symbolized a 

new life, forgiven and blessed. 

What I remember best from that day in the Jordan River was the 

connection we felt with the other pilgrims—Christians from the 

Philippines, from Nicaragua, from Kenya.  It was our baptism that made 

us brothers and sisters, each of us bore a watermark that we were 

followers of Jesus. 

You know, I am sure, the origin of the water mark.  A watermark is 

an identifying image or pattern in paper that appears as various shades of 

lightness/darkness caused by variations in the thickness of paper. 

Watermarks have been used on postage stamps, currency, and other 

government documents to discourage counterfeiting. We think watermarks 

originated in Italy in the 13th century. The image was made by pressing a 

metal stamp into the paper while it was still wet. 

Baptism is the process where believers receive their watermark as 

authentic followers of Jesus Christ.  Instead of an impression by a metal 
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stamp, it is the Holy Spirit that marks us and claims us.  No matter what 

our differences, we all bear the same watermark.   

Popular preacher Gene Robinson tells the story of his friend Peter 

Akinola.  Over the years, Gene says, he and Peter haven’t seen eye-to-eye 

on lots of things.  And sometimes the differences have become heated and 

they have avoided each other in order to allow for some cooling off time.  

Gene was praying about the most recent falling out when God thumped 

him on the head and changed his mind about Peter. 

Gene’s words:  “I realized that day that by virtue of our baptism, 

Peter Akinola and I are brothers in Christ and one day we going to be in 

heaven together so we might as well learn to get along here because we 

will have to get along there.  God won’t have it any other way.” 

That’s what the watermark means—we are connected through our 

baptisms for eternity.  We are called to love each other and forgive each 

other so that the church can be a witness in the 21st century to those who 

don’t know Jesus.   

Christian writer and activist Tony Campolo says that in baptism “new 

Christians become part of a body of fellow believers who are called to 

spiritually encourage one another and hold one another responsible for 

consistent Christian living.”   

Does that make you feel uncomfortable, that idea that our watermark 

makes us accountable to each other?  
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I expect that you were raised as I was, that faith is a personal matter 

and somewhat private. “What I believe is between me and God,” the 

saying goes.  I have yet to find that sentiment expressed in scripture. The 

more I study the gospels the more I see Jesus very involved in the faith of 

his followers, teaching them and challenging them, and perhaps for that 

reason, because Jesus set the example, that’s the way you see the disciples 

interacting in the book of Acts. Paul pulled no punches when squabbles 

broke out in the churches he was planting.  He taught those believers to 

confess their sins to each other and to love and forgive each other 

accountable.  

That’s the watermark we share--followers of Jesus who are 

commanded to know and love each other in such a complete and 

sacrificial way that the world will know us by our love.   

Today as we remember the baptism of Jesus, you are called to 

remember your own baptism and give thanks.  We are taught in scripture 

that in baptism we are welcome into the family and household of God, 

raised to new life in Christ and nurtured in the Holy Spirit.  This morning 

you are invited to join in a service of renewal which you will find in the 

insert in your bulletin.  Let’s stand together. 


