
Remember

Genesis 1:1-5; Psalm 29; Acts 19:1-7*; Mark 1:4-11

Many people gathered this morning for worship share one thing in common. We have been

baptized. And yet, most of us can’t remember anything about our baptism. Perhaps some of you

were baptized as a youth or an adult, so you do remember some aspects of your baptismal day.

I was baptized when I was three and a half years old, but I really remember nothing of that day

in the basement of Rev. Karpoff’s house where we gathered for worship in 1957.

This Sunday, the Sunday of the Baptism of the Lord, we remember Jesus’s baptism and the

descent of the Holy Spirit and the voice proclaiming him as the “Beloved.”

This Sunday is a favorite time, under normal circumstances, for churches to do services of

baptismal remembrance or reaffirmation of faith. Prayers are said; then the celebrant says to the

congregation, “Remember your baptism and be thankful.” Which seems to many an odd thing to say

since, as we’ve noted, few of us can remember much about the actual event of our baptism.

Even if you do have some memory of your baptism, or for that matter, even if you have never

been physically baptized, I wonder if you are able to remember the great gift that was given to all of

us who follow in the Way of Jesus —the gift of the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit, one of the three

persons of the one God. The Holy Spirit, God enlivening our reading and hearing of scripture,

empowering us to live our lives for Christ, a gift breathed upon us, descending upon us in our spiritual

baptisms, in our proclamation to walk in the Way.

Today I bid you to remember your baptism by the Holy Spirit and be thankful.

Remember the evening when you were at the school board meeting and the board was

discussing the challenge of student diversity in the school. Somebody at the meeting said something

like, “Diversity, diversity. I’m tired of hearing about all that. I think a lot of these minorities have done a
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good bit of whining. The schools ought to treat everybody the same and let it go at that.”

And from somewhere in you there came words. You almost couldn’t believe that you were

hearing yourself say, “I’d like to say that as a parent, I want my children to have the experience of

going to school with a rich diversity of students—and teachers. I think that’s important, not just

because of the educational benefits of having a diverse group of students but also because, well, my

Christian faith helps me to appreciate the rich array of cultures, languages and persons that God has

created and blessed.”

Did you say actually say that? You’re not a particularly outspoken or courageous person.

Remember?

And remember the time when you were talking with a friend who was going through a tough

time. His addiction to alcohol had gotten the best of him—again. “I’m just too weak to fight this

demon,” your friend had said, “I think I’m doomed to be killed by the bottle.”

And you put your arm around him and said, “I believe that, while you can’t defeat this on your

own, God wants you to be sober. I believe that, with God’s help, you can beat this. Let’s pray

together. I’ll pray, then you pray. God can help.”

You, that same person who is very private and personal about your faith, you said that?

Remember?

Remember that service when you just showed up on a rainy Sunday morning. You weren’t

thinking about God. In fact you were a bit peeved that you were stuck in the service on Sunday

morning when you had lots of important things to do. Remember how when that hymn was sung,

“Breathe on me breath of God, fill me with life anew….” and as it was being sung you felt something?

It was as if you really did feel the breath of God, as if God was really speaking to you, not so much in

words, but that God was present to you in a strange, yet undeniable way. Remember that?
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Remember when that person was telling you, the same person who works at the garage,

telling you about how she was having a tough time making ends meet after being out of work during

the pandemic. She told you how she felt overwhelmed by the bills, worried about the future.

Remember how you stuck your hand in your pocket and pulled out all the cash you had and just put it

in her hand? “It’s not much,” you said, “but I hope it’s a reminder that you are not in this alone. Lots of

us are pulling for you.”

You aren’t that generous usually. You are careful about which causes you contribute to and

which ones don’t deserve your gifts. Still, you gave, impulsively, without thinking about it. Remember

that? Remember how, a day later, after you had thought the whole thing over, you went back to the

garage, handed her your credit card and said, “I want you to do two things. Go to the grocery store

tonight when you get off work. You buy your family everything you guys need for the rest of the

month. I’ll come by in a couple of days and pick up the card.” But that time, your generosity wasn’t an

impulse. It was something you really wanted to do, something you had carefully thought through.

Your giving was you. Remember that?

Remember that evening in the Bible study group? The group had been working through Paul’s

Letter to the Romans for six weeks, plodding through the dense passages. Then, deep in Romans 5

or maybe it was Romans 8, and someone asked, “You don’t think Paul is claiming that everyone is

going to heaven, do you?”

And you said, “I’m no Bible scholar, as you all know, but I do think that Paul is saying that what

happened in Christ has happened for all. We’re all broken, Paul said, and Christ has come to mend

us all. Maybe Paul is saying that Christ is going to do his work for all. Don’t know what that means

about where we end up, but I do think it means that Christ is there for everyone, not just me.”

Remember? You couldn’t believe what you were saying. You’ve never been much of a Bible
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student, but still, listen to what you said. Amazing. It was almost as if it wasn’t you saying it, as if you

were speaking the words that someone else had written for you.

This Sunday, there’s an explanation for the mystery expressed in these memories. Where did

the words come from? What was the source of that power that pushed you into being courageous

even though courage is not in your nature?

Remember your baptism and be thankful. Remember that when you were enlisted into the

Christian life, you were given what you needed to persist in the Christian life. You were given a

commission to live your life as a Christian, but you were also given the gift you needed to be able to

fulfill that commission. You were given the gift of the Holy Spirit.

The Holy Spirit has been called “the shy member of the Trinity.” Frederick Buechner in his

book Wishful Thinking. defines Spirit this way:

“The word spirit has come to mean something pale and shapeless, like an unmade bed.

School spirit, the American spirit, the Christmas spirit, the Holy Spirit - each of these points to

something you know is supposed to get you to your feet cheering, but which you somehow can’t rise

to. The adjective spiritual has become downright offensive. If somebody recommends a person as

spiritual you tend to avoid them, and usually with good reason. Inspiring is even worse. Inspirational

is worse still. Inspirational books are invariably for the birds.

Like its counterparts in Hebrew and Greek, the Latin word spiritus originally meant breath (as

in expire, respiratory etc.), and breath is what you have when you’re alive and don’t have when you’re

dead. Thus spirit = breath = life, the aliveness and power of your life, and to speak of a person’s spirit

(or soul) is to speak of the power of life that is in them. When the spirit of a person is unusually

strong, the life in them unusually alive, they can breathe it out into other lives, become literally in-
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spiring.

Spirit is highly contagious. When someone is very excited, very happy, very sad, you can

catch it from them as easily as measles or a yawn. You can catch it from what they say or from what

they do or just from what happens to the air of a room when they enter it without saying or doing

anything. Groups of people also have a spirit, as anybody can testify who has ever been caught up in

the spirit of a football game, a political rally, or a mob (like we saw exemplified by our neighbours to

the south this past week). Spirit can be good or bad, healing or destructive Spirit can be transmitted

across great distances of time and space. For better or worse, you can catch the spirit of people long

dead (Socrates or the Marquis de Sade), of people you have never seen and whose languages you

cannot speak.

God also has a spirit—is Spirit, says the Apostle John (4:24).Thus God is the power of the

power of life itself, has breathed and continues to breathe [Godself ] into creation. In-spires it.” (Page

90-91).

So even though we don’t hear a lot about the Holy Spirit in mainline Protestant Christianity

except as some amorphous thing that floats around, somewhere, is a shame. But the fact that we,

like Apollos and his converts in today’s lesson for Acts, have not heard much about the Holy Spirit,

does not mean that the Holy Spirit doesn’t exist or that it was not given to us. Remember your

baptism and be thankful. Christ has not left us to our own devices. We don’t have to be a Christian

on our own. W have been given the gift that we need in order to persist in this faith.

Maybe you forgot you had the gift of the Spirit, or maybe you didn’t even know that you had

received it. Still I want you to know today that you’ve got the gift.

Remember your baptism in the Holy Spirit and be thankful. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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