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Impeccable Credentials and So What?

Mark 1:4-11, Acts 19:1-7  


The people who came down to the river that morning saw far more than they could have expected, and they could never forget it and the way it took hold of their lives.  


The warming sun was only a couple hours above the eastern horizon, and the light danced off the rippling waves and into the faces and eyes fixed upon a virtually naked, leathery-skinned man standing waist deep out in the water.  His voice thundered over their heads and rolled off the surrounding hills.  It was like a magnet drawing groups of two and five and ten and fifteen, streaming down out of the Judean hills from Jerusalem, sandaled feet kicking up a light dust that floated up into mouths, noses and eyes.  


Nobody could say how many were there that chilly morning, maybe fifty or a hundred, from the sound of so many voices.  But suddenly the voices grew quiet to a hushed murmur, and then all were still as if they knew what was happening even before they saw the young man who was maybe about thirty.  The crowd parted, as if a signal had been given, and the young man walked with very evident purpose and deliberation across the stones and sand to the water’s edge.  His eyes were intently focused straight ahead, fastened upon the Baptizer no more than fifteen yards out in the river water.  It was clear that the Baptizer immediately recognized the young man, as a troubled look of surprise came across John’s face.  Instantly, John raised both of his hands in protest and vehemently declared in a firm voice, “No, no!”  But, the young man didn’t stop, he didn’t slow his pace, and with one determined footstep after the other he proceeded, as one on a solemn mission, through the swirling water until, with his face reflecting intense commitment, he stood waist deep in front of the stunned John the Baptist.


Afterwards, what perhaps everyone there later talked about the most, was what happened when the young man was lifted up by John out of the water.  Instead of bounding joyously out of the river like so many others, the young man stood up and stayed right there in the water and raised both hands to the sky as high as he could, his face and eyes straining upward.  And he didn’t move from that striking posture of reverence and praise as time seemed for all watching to come to a stop--all the while the young man’s eyes and every other sense in his body strained and fastened on something no one else beside the river that day could see or hear.  Whatever it was, the young man was for that eternity-filled moment totally and fully in its unyielding grasp.


Then, the young man slowly lowered his arms, turned and walked silently out of the water and through the crowd, and alone with the same committed determination which brought him to the river, he made his way across the sand and toward the rising desert hills, where he disappeared by himself into what everyone around there called the wilderness.  And, he wasn’t seen nor heard from, they said, for the next forty, long days. 


If nothing else catches and holds your attention about that extraordinary scene, it is Mark’s purpose that you at least take careful notice of Jesus’ impeccable credentials.  We all know about the importance of impeccable credentials  That’s why we spent so much money to get a diploma or two or three, and why we spent even more money and time to join and be recognized and certified by professional organizations and associations.  And then we could put on our business card all those initials that no one else knew what they meant, like our realtor who has GRI, ABR, SRES, REPS and CDAR after her name.  I used to have a string of professional credentials like that, but my only credential now, besides of course still being a Presbyterian minister in good standing, my only other credential now, and you’ll decide what it’s worth--whether it’s impeccable or not--is that I’m a member of a world renowned group so I can now list the initials BLC after my name for Burlington Liar’s Club.  Cost me a dollar to join.


Jesus’ first impeccable credential for the first century of Mark’s gospel was that he had the blessing of John the Baptist.  That was so important that each of the four gospels has to begin with Jesus’ encounter and unqualified recommendation from John the Baptist.  The religious establishment for hundreds of years was situated back up in Jerusalem in the Temple.  John’s message of repentance and baptism was a blatant social challenge to that institution that worked hand in hand with the Romans to maintain civil order.  Jesus’ first impeccable credential is that he was clearly identified with a prominent and highly respected and esteemed religious and social protester and reformer.


Jesus’ second impeccable credential is a little awkward for us, but remember that Mark wasn’t addressed to us.  It was written for people who knew nothing else but a male dominated world, which meant that the father in the family was the dominant alpha figure and authority.  It was the time when they invented those t-shirts with the silly message, “Old men rule.“  And there was no one else who could represent the father any better than the father’s beloved son.  Everyone knew that and understood that.  To carry the name of God’s beloved son was an impeccable credential about Jesus for Mark‘s first readers!


And the third impeccable credential recommending Jesus was the Holy Spirit.  Not only did the Spirit descend upon Jesus, but John declared that Jesus would baptize his followers with the Holy Spirit.  The Holy Spirit does not belong to anyone.  That’s why people in authority in high places, like Rome and Jerusalem, and any other places where tradition and the status quo are worshiped and enshrined, are very uncomfortable with the Holy Spirit, because it is totally out of their control.  Jesus belonged to God’s Holy Spirit, the empowering Spirit of justice and welcoming love.  So, when we dare to talk about Spirit of the Desert, we are not talking about the spirit of patio parties with wine and cheeseburgers, or the spirit of tennis and golf tournaments.  No, instead we are talking about the powerful Holy Spirit changing and leading the lives of millions of Christians across the centuries just as that same enlivening Spirit has created this fellowship to give away thousands upon thousands of dollars to help God’s people in the name of God’s abundantly generous compassion.  Jesus was totally under the authority of that powerful and unpredictable Holy Spirit.  That fact was an extraordinarily impeccable credential for those first readers of Mark’s gospel and many others since then.


But, the question for you and me is always, “So what?”  It sounds like a cynical, disrespectful and irreverent question, but in the face of Jesus’ impeccable credentials the question just has to be asked for your life and mine, and asked firmly, “So what?”  And, just as the question “So what?” is asked, each of us has to offer our own, personal answer.  


Which rightly takes us back, I think, to where we started that morning on the bank of the Jordan River.  I have no doubt, I mean it had to be the case, that some standing there were grumbling under their breath about having gotten up long before sunrise to make the journey down to the river, and after seeing what everyone else saw they disgustedly asked “So what?”  It was just as natural a question then as it is now.  


So, it is up to you to say if God and Jesus and the Holy Spirit have come together in your life in ways beyond the description of words.  Yes, up to you to say if God and Jesus and the Holy Spirit have set a course before you, God’s own direction just for you into next week’s wilderness that you know you must follow with passion and courage.


And, then, still in response to “So what?” maybe you can say what has taken hold of you here in this dear fellowship.  Maybe like me, you’ve heard it said that this is what church was meant to be!  Certainly not because it was overseen by those  obsessive-compulsive twins, Carl and Chuck, whose names some have even so easily interchanged.  No, we all know that what is here is far, far, far more, because -- and listen carefully -- because the same enlivening, empowering Holy Spirit that settled that day upon Jesus at the Jordan River, the same Holy Spirit that John declared Jesus would baptize with, the same Holy Spirit of love and justice and mercy and peace and life and courage and hope and faith that Paul baptized with, that very same Holy Spirit is in this place, and it will have its own way under no one‘s control, and -- take my word for it -- will do things with this fellowship you and I can never imagine, just as it has so astoundingly already done!


May your life never be the same because of all you’ve seen, with all the others, down there at the river where the early, warming light danced off the rippling waves. Amen

