“A Do-Over”
Genesis 1:1-5; Mark 1:4-11

I see trees of green…red roses too.
I see ‘em bloom…for me and for you.

And I think to myself…what a wonderful world.

I see skies of blue…clouds of white,

Bright blessed days…dark sacred nights.

And I think to myself…what a wonderful world.

The colors of the rainbow…so pretty…in the sky.

And also on the faces…of people…going by.

I see friends shaking hands…saying…how do you do.

They’re really sayin’…I love you.

I hear babies cry…I watch them grow.

They’ll learn much more…than I’ll never know.

And I think to myself…what a wonderful world.

I love that song, don’t you?  It gives me a glimpse of the way life should be or could be, or the way life sometimes is.  When I think about this song, I’m reminded of an experience that happened years ago when my children were very young.  We were on vacation.  We had had a quiet, relaxing week at a friend’s house in the mountains of Montreat, North Carolina.  Toward the end of the week, we saw a sign for an old-fashioned fish-fry at the Black Mountain Methodist Church, so on our last night of vacation we stopped in for dinner.  It was the perfect end to a peaceful vacation.  The people were down-home and friendly.  There was even a trumpet player who entertained us with Dixieland music.  It was like stepping back in time 50 years.  And then when I thought things couldn’t get any better, I heard this song: “I see skies of blue and clouds of white, bright blessed days, and dark sacred nights.  And I think to myself, what a wonderful world.”
It was at exactly that moment that my four-year-old daughter spilled lemonade all over herself—right after I clearly reminded her to use both hands!  And before the night was over our friend’s 9-month-old baby threw up and cried until 1:00 in the morning.
Now there’s probably not a child on earth who hasn’t spilled their milk, or lemonade, as the case may be.  And there’s probably not a child in the world who hasn’t gotten sick and cried in the middle of the night.  As the saying goes: “Stuff happens.”  We live in an imperfect world.  We all make mistakes.  People get sick.  And while it is a wonderful world, sometimes life is messy.
In the beginning, when God created the universe in which we live, all was right with the world; all was as it should be.  It was indeed a wonderful world.  And that is the message we hear in Genesis Chapter One.  Now before the first day of creation, the earth was formless.  “A soup of nothingness, a bottomless emptiness, an inky blackness”—that’s how Eugene Peterson puts it.  But then the wind of God, the Spirit of God, God’s creative force began to blow.
And God expressed God’s intention.  “Let there be light.”  Into the midst of darkness and nothingness, God created light.  And the light was good—“Bright blessed days,” offset “dark sacred nights.”  And there was evening and there was morning, the first day.

And the story goes on from there.  God created “trees of green, red roses too…skies of blue and clouds of white.”  And in the very last verse of chapter one, we hear that “God saw everything that God had created, and indeed, it was very good.”  It was a wonderful world.
But it wasn’t long before things got messy.  In chapter three we hear the story of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil.  Instead of worshiping God and living our lives for the glory of God, humanity decided it would be a whole lot more fun to be god and live our lives for our own glory.  And in chapter four we see the horrendous consequences of living our lives as free agents, living our lives apart from God’s intention for humanity, God’s wonderful world.  Cain becomes jealous of his brother, Abel, and kills him.  And the world goes from bad to worse in the time of Noah and then comes the idolatrous building of the Tower of Babel.  It was a wonderful world, and there are times when we still glimpse it.  But you’ve got to admit that things sure have gotten messy.
But that’s not the end of the story.  It’s only the beginning.  You see, as the story continues, we realize over and over and over again that God hasn’t given up on us.  My wife and I didn’t give up on Merritt when she spilled her lemonade.  And we didn’t throw that baby out on the street for crying at 1:00 in the morning.  Over and over again, throughout the stories of scripture, God is working, cleaning up the mess we often make in God’s wonderful world, and God is at work nursing us through our sickness.  And the ultimate example of this is seen in the life and ministry and in the death and resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ.  And in our second scripture reading from Mark’s Gospel, God’s ultimate cleansing begins. Jesus sets an example for us in his baptism.
John the Baptist prepares the way for Jesus’ ministry by proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.  Now let’s think about this for a minute.  Baptism, water, cleansing—that’s a big part of God’s work of cleaning up the mess we’ve made of God’s good and wonderful world.  Repentance, confession, recognizing and claiming responsibility for the mess that we’ve made—that too is a part of God’s plan.  Forgiveness of sins, a clean slate, a chance to start all over—in the church we call this grace.
In my family, when two family members get into an argument and things start to go from bad to worse, and when you find yourself digging your hole deeper and deeper and deeper, and you start getting desperate and saying things you don’t really mean, and when you finally begin to realize that you are totally in the wrong, without a leg to stand on—well, in situations like that, you can always ask for a Do-Over.
When you ask for a Do-Over, you’re confessing that you really messed up, and you would like to turn this situation around.  You’re asking for the opportunity to wipe the slate clean and start over, without all of the “I told you so!”s and the “Aren’t you ashamed of yourself!”  What you are asking for is grace, an unmerited chance to start over with a clean slate.
As Christians, we believe that God’s work of creation is on-going.  God hasn’t finished with us yet.  God hasn’t given up on us, and God never will.  God is offering us a Do-Over.
And just as the wind of God’s Spirit blew over the darkness of the formless void on the First Day of Creation, God’s Holy Spirit was there on the First Day of our New Creation, our baptism.  For John the Baptist tells us that his baptism is simply with water, but John promises us that Jesus will baptize us with the Holy Spirit.

You see, on the day we are baptized, God’s very Spirit is sealed inside of us—God’s creative Spirit, God’s comforting Spirit.  And it’s God’s creative Spirit who opens our eyes to our spills and messes.  And it’s God’s comforting Spirit who gives us the courage and integrity to claim responsibility.  And with the comforting assurance of God’s ever-present Spirit, we are enabled to begin turning our lives around.
The way I see it, the story of Jesus’ baptism is the beginning of a new beginning.  It’s the story of God’s ultimate work of cleaning up our mess, God’s reconciling of our world, God restoring God’s creation to its original goodness.
On New Year’s Eve several years ago, I found myself at a party with people I hardly knew.  And soon I was in a conversation with a man who was approximately my age.  And as is often the case, once people become aware that I’m a minister, they begin talking to me about their faith or lack of faith, their involvement in the church or justifying their lack of involvement.  And that’s sort of what happened here.
My new friend said that before he had children he never went to church.  But after his children were born and when they were old enough to wonder why daddy never went to church, he started to go.  And for a long time he went to church for his children, to set a good example.  But after a while, a strange thing began to happen.  He began to realize he was no longer going to church just for his kids.  He was going for himself.  In his own words he said, “Now I love going to church because going to church inspires me to be a better person.”
Now of course as a preacher and theologian, I just can’t help tweaking his statement just a little bit.  In the waters of our baptism, we receive the promise that we can be a better person.  God’s Holy Spirit is sealed inside of us to guide and empower us to be a better person.  But, of course, a big part of becoming a better person is learning what it means to be a good person.  And a big part of being a better person is allowing yourself to be used by God to make this world a little better.
So, I hope that will be a big part of your New Year’s Resolution.  Come to Church (virtually for now, later, or hopefully sooner, in person) to be inspired, guided, and empowered to be a better person, to live into your baptism.  Join a Sunday School class or come to a Bible study or join a small group.  Grow in your faith and understanding of what it means to be a better person; learn how the Holy Spirit empowers you to be a better person.

But it’s not enough just to know; you also need to do.  Live into your baptism by allowing yourself to be used by God to make this world a little better.  When we are finally able to return, come to church and get involved with some outreach ministry of our congregation, or be a Sunday School teacher, or support the children’s and youth programs.  In some form, shape, or fashion, get involved in what God is doing in and through this church to make this world a little better.
Friends, this is a wonderful world, or at least it sometimes is, or—Lord willing—it can be.  So, come to church, again and again and again, and let God make you a better person, who’s living into a better world, a wonderful world, the Kingdom of God.
Let us pray:

Thank you, Lord, for the wonderful world you created.  Help us to see it.  Empower us to be the people you created us to be.  Empower this congregation to be a witness of your good and wonderful Kingdom.  Empower us to live into our baptism.  Amen.

David A. Cagle

January 10, 2021
Baptism of the Lord
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