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One of Rodin's sculptures portrays this theological awareness. The magnificent piece in the Metropolitan Museum of Art is titled The Hand of God. There is the hand, strong and sensitive, working with a lump of clay, fashioning a man and woman out of the inordinate, chaotic mass.

Interestingly, the Philadelphia Museum houses another of Rodin's works, The Hand of the Devil. The hands are essentially the same. Both are the strong, sensitive, long-fingered hands of an artist. But whereas the hand of God is fashioning form out of the lump of clay, the hand of the devil is idly working it, continually destroying any shape that appears. The clay continues to exist only as a meaningless lump. It remains a chaotic mass of nothing. It’s been pointed out that "the biblical understanding of God's creative activity is to bring order—imaginative, beautiful order—out of chaos." —W. Robert McClelland, Worldly Spirituality: Biblical Reflections on Money, Politics and Sex (St. Louis, Mo.: CBP Press, 1990), 59.

However, it seems that since the very moment of God’s creative word that gave birth to everything we know ...the world and our universe ...chaos seems to want to take hold of it all and draw everything back into the darkness of nothing ...to extinguish the light that brought beauty and order to the universe ...even threatening to grab hold of each of us ...God’s created beings ...and throw us back into the darkness of nothing. 

But guess what ...that creative word ...what the Hebrews call the Ruach ...the very breath of God ...will never let that happen ...no matter how chaotic our lives or this world might seem to become. Because that word ...hovering over the waters of chaos ...continues to blow over us ...recreating ...renewing ...bringing light to the darkness. Listen now with me to our reading from the Hebrew Scriptures ...the very first words of the very first book in our Bible ...Genesis ...Chapter 1, verses 1-5. 

1:1 In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth,

1:2 the earth was a formless void and darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God swept over the face of the waters.

1:3 Then God said, "Let there be light"; and there was light.

1:4 And God saw that the light was good; and God separated the light from the darkness.

1:5 God called the light Day, and the darkness he called Night. And there was evening and there was morning, the first day. 

This is the Word of our Lord.

Thanks be to God!

Let us pray: May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all of our hearts, be acceptable in thy sight, O Lord, our strength and our redeemer. Amen.

It is Baptism of our Lord Sunday ...the day in which we mark the beginning of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ’s, ministry to this world. 

As we heard in our Gospel lesson  ...John the Baptist, the cousin of Jesus, has already been proclaiming to the people to be baptized in the waters of repentance ...but he also foretells that one much greater than he will come who will baptize not with water but with the Holy Spirit. 

And as Jesus rises from the waters of the Jordan River ...the Spirit of God descends upon him ...proclaiming to one and all ...“You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.”

And so it has been since ...that baptism by water in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit ...marks the beginning of our own spiritual journey with Jesus Christ. 

Through the waters of baptism ...the chaotic waters of darkness ...God claims us as one of his own ...we are marked and grafted into the very of Body of Christ ...
to love and to serve one another as disciples and apostles of Jesus Christ. 

Out of the darkness ...God calls us into the light.

Sometimes, however, I feel a little cheated ...because unlike the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper which we often share throughout the year . . .baptism, in our reformed understanding of the sacrament, is a one time event. Whether you are baptized as an infant ...or as a teenager or as an adult ...and whether or not you were baptized in a Presbyterian Church or some other denomination ...our church recognizes that single event in your life as a sacred and holy moment which never needs to be repeated again. 

Once that claim of God has been signed in the waters ...it is guaranteed for life. That is why it is so important to mark the occasion of our baptism over and over by remembering our baptism ...and as we say here each Sunday ...to keep it holy. 

I can, however, remember one time when this pastor was put to the test by a young member of this church. We were in Mexico several years ago on a mission trip. We had completed our work in the central mountains near a little town called Dr. Arroyo and had returned to the mission team headquarters. 

It was there that one young lady in our church approached me and asked if I would baptize her. There was only one problem. She told me she had been baptized as an infant ...but she exclaimed that everything she had experienced on this mission trip had touched her life in such a powerful way, that she wanted to be baptized so she would have a memory of it for the rest of her life. 

My pastoral life flashed before my eyes ...I could see it now ...the church police knocking at my door and dragging off into the night ...I would be defrocked ...dishonored among my colleagues. 

Yet, I could see the passion in her eyes ...I had also witnessed the transformative power of the Spirit in her life during this trip as well as in her life in this church  ...so we came to an understanding. 

We would create a special moment for her . . .but it would be a Reaffirmation of her baptism ...not a second baptism. And that was okay with her ...so we waded into a swimming pool ...surrounded by all the other mission workers ...and I dunked my first Presbyterian ...reaffirming her baptism in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.

But there are also other times in our lives ...when we need to reaffirm our baptism . . .to remember the one who calls us ...the one who brings light and order into our often chaotic lives. 

Because sometimes life gets a little tough ...sometimes our world seems like that second Rodin statue ...as if someone is trying to take all that is sane and good about our lives and reduce it to a chaotic mass of nothing. It is in those moments of fear and anxiety ...of hopelessness and desperation ...that we need most to remember who brought order … who brought light out of the chaos of nothing.

Some of you here in this church recently experienced that chaos of hopelessness and desperation. And some of you are still dealing with painful questions of why such a bad thing could happen to such good people. 

You see ...a young couple ...very close friends of the Gallentine family in this church ...recently rejoiced at the birth of a son ...all nine pounds of him ...they rejoiced that their lives had been blessed. 

That young mother nursed that baby boy throughout the first night or his life ...but in the morning, something appeared to be wrong. And within just a few hours, the joy they had been experiencing ... quickly evaporated into the dark waters of chaos ...the little baby boy died.

I can’t imagine a more darker moment in those young parent’s lives. They didn’t know what to do ...they didn’t know who to turn to in their moment of grief and despair. 

The mother painfully lamented to her good friend Jennifer ...“We don’t even have a church.”


That’s when God stepped in ...that’s when one of those Holy moments occurred ...one of those thin places opened up where heaven and earth seem to merge . . .because in the chaos of this grieving mother’s life ...God used Jennifer to reply to her friend with THE WORD ...the very breath of God . . .the very same word that hovered over the chaotic waters and brought light and creation ...the very same word that still hovers and blows across the chaos of our lives ...through the power of God the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit ...the WORD spoken by Jennifer blew across the lives of that young couple ...and a tiny bit of light . . .just a minuscule amount of light ...shined into that terrible dark world those parents found themselves . . .because Jennifer told them ...“You do have a church home ...this church, Columbia Presbyterian Church ...is your church home.”

And here in this church ...the baptized disciples and apostles of Jesus Christ ...empowered with the Ruach of God ...the very breath of God ... brought more light and more order and more hope back into that young couple’s lives. 

Members of this church surrounded them with the love of Christ ...they shared their compassion ...they shared in their grief ...they even shared the comforting experiences of their own lives ...and in those precious moments ...the WORD of God blew more and more into their lives...
Yes ...it will take time ...much time ...and though the pain will never completely go away ...I believe that here ...through those who loved them in the name of the Lord ...the chaos they experienced and continue to experience ...has been somewhat calmed ...
that the darkness is slowly giving way to the light ...bringing healing ...bringing hope ...
The darkness does try to destroy what is good in this world ...I believe there are forces far beyond our understanding ...some are natural  ...some maybe supernatural ...but whatever they are ...the word of our Lord holds that darkness at bay ...the breath of our Lord continues to calm the water of chaos ...
All of us at sometime experiences chaos in our lives ...it seems the world we live in is always being swept back into the dark waters ...the stomachaches turn out to be cancer ...your husband walks in the door and tells you that he’s leaving after 20 years of marriage ...huge companies that have been the bedrock of our economy for decades suddenly come crashing down leaving hundreds and thousands unemployed ...the dike that holds back the waters of chaossuddenly breaks and floods our lives with hurt and anger and despair and hopelessness.

But here ...at these waters of baptism ...we are reminded that God restores and reclaims us ...here at this table ...as we take the cup of salvation and the bread of life ...we are also reminded that God restores and reclaims us ...because the WORD is still alive ...the WORD is still blowing in this world ...
Henri Nouwen wrote a powerful little book ...actually a journal ...of his time during a six-month retreat in a monastery in upstate New York. 

While there he reflected on the chaos that sometimes overwhelmed his life. Listen with me:

“Today, O Lord, I felt intense fear. My whole being seemed to be invaded by fear. No peace, no rest; just plain fear; fear of mental breakdown, fear of living the wrong life, fear of rejection and condemnation, and fear of you. 

O Lord, why is it so hard to overcome my fear? Why is it so hard to let your love banish my fear? Only when I worked with my hands for a while did it seem that the intensity of the fear decreased. 

“I feel so powerless to overcome this fear. Maybe it is your way of asking me to experience some solidarity with the fearful people all over the world: those who are hungry and cold in this harsh winter, those who are threatened by unexpected (terrorists) attacks, and those who are hidden in prisons, mental institutions, and hospitals. 

O Lord, this world is full of fear. Make my fear into a prayer for the fearful. Let that prayer lift up the hearts of others. Perhaps then my darkness can become light for others, and my inner pain a source of healing for others. 

“You, O Lord, have also known fear. You have been deeply troubled; your sweat and tears were the signs of your fear. Make my fear, O Lord, part of yours, so that it will lead me not to darkness, but to the light, and will give me a new understanding of the hope of your cross.” (A Cry for Mercy, Henri J. M. Nouwen)

Through these waters ...we gather today ...to witness to the saving word of our Lord ...who calls us ...to minister to one another ...to share that word to a world in chaos ...to bring the light and re-creation of God into the lives of those who struggle. 

There is no other mission more important in the life of a church ...let us truly be about it.

We share by water in His saving death. Reborn we share with Him an Easter life as living members of the living Christ. Alleluia!

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

