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Wilderness Waters 
 
I woke up around 3:45 a.m. on Thursday, January 7th to the house trembling ever so 
slightly. Later I discovered that there was a 3.0 magnitude earthquake four miles 
from the East Foothills right around that time, so it wasn’t just my imagination. I’ve 
lived in the Bay Area of California for 13 years now, but it still unnerves me a bit 
every time I feel an earthquake. Of course, I could not fall back asleep, but it wasn’t 
because of the earthquake. There I was in the middle of the night able to finally sit 
with my own thoughts and feelings as I reflected on the shaking events of the day 
prior, on January 6th … the day of Epiphany.  
 
Epiphany, a day when we recognize the wise ones who followed the star to the child, 
Jesus. Epiphany, a day we recognize the light that shines down revealing who we 
are. And friends, boy did it feel like a day that revealed who we truly are and who we 
have become in this country. 
 
And then I felt all the real emotions that should’ve come the day prior while we all 
watched images and footage of our nation’s Capitol being stormed. Perhaps some of 
you saw the prayer and blessing I shared on our church’s Facebook page, but aside 
from a few minutes here and there to do that, to see what was happening on the 
news, and to respond to some calls and texts from you all expressing your own 
disbelief at what you were seeing on the news, I hadn’t had time to really absorb it 
all. The emotions that I had felt in spurts I had to shove aside as my responsibilities 
as a mother to a 3-year-old and a 6-month-old took precedence. I still needed to deal 
with meals and little toddler tantrums … you know, the kind that happens because I 
helped him take his jacket off and he wanted to do it himself … all while holding a 
baby who is attached to her mama because she hasn’t been held by anyone else 
because of this pandemic. I just had other reasons to not allow myself to fully feel 
what I was seeing on the news throughout the day. But there, in the middle of the 
night, shaken awake by the earth that kept the rest of my household sleeping, I 
recalled what happened, and then friends, I got mad. 
 
I was so angry.  
 
I was angry because the response to this mob of folks who attempted an assault on 
our democracy was met with such little retribution. They were scaling walls, 
shattering windows, breaking into federal offices … and it was met with such little 
retribution or justice because this is exactly who we are: A nation divided, a nation 
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deeply rooted in racism and functioning through the lens of white supremacy. If it 
had not been made clear in light of the events of last summer with the protests for 
Black lives, the contrast between the protests we saw then and what we saw on 
Wednesday at the very least should have left all of us with no more doubt that this is 
how divided we are and how unjust our systems are. Because we know that if that 
group of folks were composed mostly of people of color, every person who walked 
out of that Capitol would have been led out either arrested, injured, or killed. So yes, 
I was angry. 
 
And so, I found myself – perhaps like some of you – wandering in the wilderness, 
spiritually, in body and in mind. And for this Baptism of the Lord Sunday, as I read 
the scriptures for today, I was met again with the voice of John the Baptist 
proclaiming a baptism of repentance and this time felt led to stand and shout with 
him. But I’m not going to stand here and just shout repent, even though that would 
make a clear and concise and short message for all of us. Because you see, this wild 
man who stood in the wilderness and called for repentance for the forgiveness of 
sins tells us that his baptism is one with water, but the One coming after him will 
baptize with the Spirit. And you and I, we are baptized with water and the Spirit, and 
that signifies something different for us. 
 
Now I’m not sure what compelled people toward this man clothed with camel’s hair, 
but I think what’s sometimes ignored in this passage is the simple and astounding 
fact that people are leaving the Judean countryside and the city of Jerusalem to go 
out to him. This is actually significant. They are leaving the epicenter of religious 
activity, where the “holy and sacred” things were held, to travel to the margins of 
society to be blessed and baptized, not by a priest in holy robes, but by a man who 
eats bugs. The temple in Jerusalem was where you were supposed to go to meet 
God. The Jewish people already had cleansing rituals by water, and yet something 
about John’s message led people out from what they always knew and understood 
to be the center of their spiritual life out into the margins and toward a person and a 
call and voice that was wild and unexpected. 
 
Now I don’t know about you, but the only way you would get me out of my comfort 
zone in something I held as closely as my faith and my faith practices would be an 
authentic and compelling and fresh message of hope.  
 
Theologian Debie Thomas writes, “Isn’t it often the case that the most compelling 
and daring calls for justice, truth-telling, peacemaking, and healing come to us, not 
from the institutionalized ‘inside,’ but from the outside? Not from the official places, 
but from the marginal ones? Haven’t we seen countless ‘centers’ in our cultural, 
political, and religious lives lose their prophetic edges to complacency, corruption, 
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stodginess, or fear? Haven’t we heard new voices speaking to us from wild and 
unexpected places, calling us to repentance and renewal?” 

Friends, 2020 was a year that we will not soon forget. It decentered and disrupted 
our lives not only in this country but in this world in extraordinary ways. 2021 
continues to do the same. Everything has shifted from business as usual. And as God 
used John the Baptist to prepare the way for Christ, God was in the midst of that 
decentering and disruption. A person standing on the outskirts and margins of 
bustling and “normal” society called for something to change, shouted for people to 
turn from their old ways, to confess their sins, to take a look deeper and then to be 
washed and blessed and renewed before going back.  

So what will YOU do with the disruption, decentering, and call to the marginal places 
you’ve experienced and witnessed? What have you confessed? What do you still 
need to confess? And are we willing to listen to those new voices calling us to 
repentance and renewal? Are you willing to hear the voice that calls from the 
wilderness? With this disruption, will you remain in only what you know and 
understand, refusing to see beyond the temple walls? 

Friends, as we reflect on those questions for ourselves, there is good news in the 
midst of the disruption in this story and in our lives. And the good news is that Jesus 
was also baptized in the wilderness. The one we are called to follow also left the 
safe, the routine, and the familiar to respond to the voice that cried out in the 
wilderness. He was willing to be led out of the city and the temple to go. On this 
baptism of the Lord Sunday, we remember that Jesus, too, entered into the murky 
waters of the Jordan. He did not need to do that. In fact, in other gospel readings, 
John resists it, and yet Jesus insists it. He insists because it was his way of showing 
us, demonstrating to us, that in our baptisms, he joins the messiness of the human 
family. He walks into those waters to become part of God’s story here on earth … 
and later, he will commission his disciples to go and baptize all peoples in the name 
of God, Son, and Holy Spirit as a remembrance that he is with them always to the 
end of the age. 

And so, perhaps, friends, we remember our own baptisms again as we witness 
Christ’s own in this story. Because in witnessing again his baptism, and in 
witnessing any baptism, we are claiming the radical truth that we are connected and 
united and reliant upon one another. This bond that God seals by water and by the 
Spirit runs deep. We make a vow at every baptism, for infant, child or adult that we 
too will join in guiding and nurturing, praying, encouraging in word and deed for 
that beloved child of God to always know that they are part of a great cloud of 
witnesses. That we are connected because we are all beloved by a Creator who 
claims us and proclaims us so. Again Thomas writes, “It (baptism) makes a stronger 
claim on our lives and loyalties than all prior claims of race, gender, tribe, 
nationality, politics, preference, or affinity. It asks that we bear all the risks of 
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belonging. The risk that others might hurt us. The risk that others will change. The 
risk that they will change us.” 

It is not easy to keep the vows we make to one another, even at our baptism. We are 
not always going to do it perfectly, but we need to keep trying. We must surrender 
our separateness and divisiveness by doing some serious listening and waking up 
again and again to the realities that we still have not reached thy kingdom come on 
earth as it is in heaven. Friends, as we sort through the anger and grief and emotions 
we may be feeling in light of what we see happening in our nation, with our 
neighbors, our families and friends, the question I ask of you and ask of myself as a 
way to move forward is: What will we do? What will we do that does not repay evil 
for evil? What will we do as people of God called to follow in Christ’s footsteps? To 
what length will we go in order to ensure that every child of God receives and hears 
the voice that they are beloved, that they belong as they wade in the murky waters 
out in the wilderness? What is it that you need to hear declared upon you this day so 
that you might have the fortitude, endurance and trust to move into the days ahead? 

Friends, even if you did not feel the earthquake this week, we have all been shaken 
again … and again … and again. But today, even as I have wandered through my own 
emotions of this past week, I stand here in the murky waters of our baptism to 
declare to you, to remind you and to remind me that we are baptized by water and 
Spirit … the heavens tear open again this day and declare you and declare me 
beloved child as we stand in wilderness waters. As we stand in wilderness waters.  
 
And so, let us go into this week confessing what we need to confess, repenting what 
we need to repent, and to remember that it is in this decentering that perhaps we 
can find and see more clearly the ways in which we belong to one another. Amen. 
Benediction 

May God bless you with discomfort at easy answers, half-truths, and superficial 
relationships, so that you may live deep within your heart. 

May God bless you with anger at injustice, oppression and exploitation of people, so 
that you may work for justice, freedom and peace. 

May God bless you with tears to shed for those who suffer from pain, rejection, 
starvation, and war, so that you may reach out your hand to comfort them and turn 
their pain to joy. 

And may God bless you with enough foolishness to believe that you can make a 
difference in this world, so that you can do what others claim cannot be done. 

And may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the fellowship of the 
Holy Spirit be with you in the wilderness waters of our baptism … now and forever. 
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Amen. 

 


