“The Spirit-Led Life”

Luke 3:15-17, 21-22

The Gospel of Luke gives a very brief mention of the actual baptism of Jesus. In fact, Luke talks about Jesus’ baptism after the fact. Luke refers to Jesus’ baptism by saying, “Now when… Jesus…had [already] been baptized…” Luke begins the story of the baptism of Jesus with the actual baptism in the past tense. But then Luke goes on to say, “and [when Jesus] was praying (after his baptism), the heaven was opened, and the Holy Spirit descended upon [Jesus] in bodily form like a dove.” Now I think Luke tells the story of Jesus’ baptism this way for a very particular reason. Luke has a rhetorical agenda. Luke wants us to realize a particular thing and a very important thing about our baptism.
When I baptize a child or adult, the first thing I do after I sprinkle water over them—and what our Book of Worship tells me to do—is to pray. Just as Jesus prayed immediately after his own baptism, we pray immediately after we baptize. And our liturgy directs me to pray: “O Lord, uphold [this child or adult] by the power of your Holy Spirit.” And after I pray, the first thing I say to the child or adult—and what our liturgy directs me to say right—is: “You have been sealed by the Holy Spirit in baptism.” And we pray for God to uphold us in the power of the Holy Spirit in our baptism, and we proclaim that we have been sealed in the power of the Holy Spirit in our baptism because Luke’s Gospel teaches us that this was a very particular thing and a very important thing that happened to Jesus in his baptism.
Now it’s also important to note that the Hebrew and Greek word for spirit is “wind,” or “breeze,” or “breath.” According to Genesis chapter one, it was the Wind or Spirit of God that “swept over the face of the waters” when the world was created, and in chapter two of Genesis, God “breathed…the breath of life” into the first human. The Holy Spirit participated in the creation of all of life. And in the first chapter of Luke, we hear that it was the Holy Spirit who created the earthly life of Jesus. And throughout Luke’s Gospel and his telling of the ministry and teaching of Jesus, everything that Jesus does and everything that Jesus says is empowered and inspired by the Holy Spirit of God.
Finally, it is also important to understand that the Holy Spirit of God shares a lot of common characteristics with the wind of nature. The wind of nature can empower us to sail around the world or to create electricity, and the Holy Spirit of God gives us creative power as well. But the wind of nature has a mind of its own. We can’t determine when or where the wind will blow or how hard. And we underestimate the power of the wind of nature at our own peril. In the Gospel of John, Jesus tells Nicodemus that “No one can enter the Kingdom of God without being born of water and Spirit.” And Jesus goes on to warn Nicodemus that “the wind blows where [the wind] chooses,” and the Greek word he uses here is the same word as “Spirit.” The Holy Spirit of God is a raw unbridled omnipotent force that we underestimate at our own peril, a power that we avoid or neglect or ignore at our exclusion from God’s kingdom.
In the home of Eugene Peterson, one of their favorite family stories was of John Muir at the top of a Douglas fir tree in the middle of a storm. For the Peterson family, this story always served as a “kind of icon of Christian spirituality… a rebuke against becoming a mere spectator to life, preferring creature comforts to Creator confrontations.” Listen to Eugene Peterson’s telling of the story of John Muir in the fir tree.

In the last half of the nineteenth century, John Muir was our most intrepid and worshipful explorer of the western extremities of our North American continent. For decades he tramped up and down through our God-created wonders, from the California Sierras to the Alaskan glaciers, observing, reporting, praising, and experiencing—entering into whatever he found with childlike delight and mature reverence.
At one period during this time (the year was 1874) Muir visited a friend who had a cabin, snug in a valley of one of the tributaries of the Yuba River in the Sierra Mountains—a place from which to venture into the wilderness and then return for a comforting cup of tea.

One December day a storm moved in from the Pacific—a fierce storm that bent the junipers and pines, the madronas and fir trees as if they were so many blades of grass. It was for just such times this cabin had been built: cozy protection from the harsh elements. We easily imagine Muir and his host safe and secure in his tightly caulked cabin, a fire blazing against the cruel assault of the elements, wrapped in sheepskins, Muir meditatively rendering the wilderness into his elegant prose.
But our imaginations, not trained to cope with Muir, betray us. For Muir, instead of retreating to the coziness of the cabin, pulling the door tight, and throwing another stick of wood on the fire, strode out of the cabin into the storm, climbed a high ridge, picked a giant Douglas fir as the best perch for experiencing the Kaleidoscope of color and sound, scent and motion, scrambled his way to the top, and rode out the storm, lashed by wind, holding on for dear life, relishing Weather: taking it all in—its rich sensuality, its primal energy.
Now after telling this story, Eugene Peterson describes two ways of Christian living. The first way Peterson calls the religious life. In this way of Christian living, we try living a spiritual life, but on our terms. It’s as if we try to live a spiritual life, but without the Spirit of God, without the inconvenience of repentance and sacrifice and putting ourselves at risk by following Jesus in the way of the cross.

Now, the religious life that Peterson describes is not a life totally without God. We try to build a life with meaning and security, and we base this life on God’s sacred stories in the Bible, and we add religious routines and rituals to our lives. And we add the weekend diversion of coming to church and worship. We talk about God, but we don’t ever deal directly with God in our lives. We talk about God in an intellectual way, but not in an emotional or relational way. We believe that God exists, but we don’t believe in God. We don’t depend on God. And we’re really not obedient to God. Instead, God sort of tends to be mostly in the background of our lives—a resource, a quality or being that provides ideas or energy, but ideas and energy that we then take and change and shape and arrange as we see fit.

In today’s scripture reading, Jesus points us toward a different way of living the Christian life of faith, a different source of Christian living. By the way, this is Eugene Peterson’s second way of living the Christian life of faith. Instead of staying inside the cabin where it’s warm, and where we can control the temperature and environment, instead of living life on our terms, Jesus models for us a life lived in the wind, trusting in God, living our lives on God’s terms. Jesus calls us to the Spirit-led life, passionately risking everything in following Jesus no matter where the wind blows.
In our scripture reading, John the Baptist gives us a ‘heads-up’ on this Spirit-led life of baptism. John says, “I baptize you with water; but one who is more powerful than I is coming…He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire.” And so, to the elders who will be ordained and installed to our Session this day, I ask, how shall we lead this community of baptized followers of Jesus? Will we seek to control the Wind of God in our spiritual lives together, or will we climb the fir tree and witness the kaleidoscope of color and sound, scent and motion…relishing…[the Spirit’s] primal energy?” Will we all examine and reexamine our views and our values and our commitments, repenting and sacrificing to bring our lives into line with Christ’s views and values and commitments? Will we believe in God, depend on God, and be obedient to God? When the command comes to take up our cross and follow in Jesus’ footsteps, will we step out of the safety and security of the cabin and into the wind?
Let us pray:

Empower us, O Lord, to claim our true identity as your baptized children, sealed in your Holy Spirit forever. Help us, O Lord, to live, to truly live in the Wind, that we might hear your voice saying, “You are my child, and with you I am pleased.” Amen

David A. Cagle

January 9, 2022
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