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Barbara Kingsolver’s wonderful novel, The Poisonwood Bible, tells a story of a missionary family that travels 
from the American South to the African Congo in the early 1960s.  
 
It is a story about the minister and father Nathan Price ... a man who controls his family with an iron fist … 
and a man who also tries to control his new African neighbors with an iron fist.  Both – in his mind – are what 
God has called him to do. 
 
Throughout the early pages of the novel ... as the family arrives in Africa ... and the father starts preaching to 
the indigenousness people of the Congo ... it becomes clearer and clearer to the reader that this man of God 
has no understanding of his new flock.  
 
He preaches again and again about the need for them to be baptized … trying to get these folks ... that he sees 
as heathens … into the murky nearby river … to be cleansed … and as he describes it – washed in the blood 
of the lamb. 
 
But these people of the Congo will have none of it. They won’t get near that river. And after several months of 
frustration ... Nathan Price finally learns why. These village folks won’t go into that river because there are 
crocodiles in that river … and not for anything – not even for this baptism that Nathan Price preaches about 
each Sunday – will the folks venture in. 
 
After hearing the stories about those crocodiles in that river ... one of Nathan Price’s young daughters reflects 
on her own baptism.   
 
She says: “My own baptism, and every one I have witnessed so far, took place in something like a large 
bathtub or small swimming pool in the Baptist Church. The worst harm that could come to you there might be 
that you would slip on the stairs.” 
 
Today we are led – by the ebb and flow of the church calendar – to reflect on baptism … and perhaps 
especially the dangers of baptism ... and in a few moments I will invite you to join me in reaffirming our 
baptismal vows. 
 
Because this is the Sunday in the church year when we remember the baptism of Jesus – as well as our own 
baptisms … that ritual that for us in the United Church of Christ ... and in all other churches born of the 
Reformation ... is one of two sacraments – the other being Holy Communion.  
 
These two lifelong and continuing sacraments … weave together in our lives ... as we journey again and again 
from the baptismal font to the table and back to the font again. 
 
And so in today’s lectionary ... we see God’s spirit hovering over the waters at the beginning of creation … 
God’s spirit hovering again at the baptism of Jesus … promising that God’s spirit will also hover at our 
baptisms.  



The Gospel reading takes us once again to an encounter with John the Baptizer – who we heard from on two 
of the Sundays of Advent. This is where the Gospel of Mark begins the story of Jesus.   

 

This author doesn’t start with a birth in a manger … heralded by angels or with visiting Magi – but instead 
with a baptism. This baptism by John marks the birth … marks the beginning … of Jesus’ story. 

 

All three of the synoptic gospels tell different stories about the beginnings of Jesus’ life – but they all agree on 
one thing ... that there were dangers lurking.  

 

Matthew says Jesus was an exile from birth because of the evil desires of King Herod. Luke says Jesus’ life 
began away from home ... because of a required census enforced by the occupying army of Rome. And then 
we have Mark’s Gospel … which tells of Jesus’ baptism … followed immediately by the Spirit driving Jesus 
alone into the wilderness ... to be tempted by Satan for those 40 days. 

 

In each of the Gospels … in all the stories of Jesus’ beginning … very real dangers are lurking ... indeed ... 
there are hints of crocodiles in the water and slippery steps underfoot.   

 

 

Now because we know all of Jesus’ story ... we also know just how real those hints of danger turned out to be. 
Jesus walked on this earth preaching a radical Gospel of love and inclusion … healing people and calling them 
to wholeness … dangerous good news that upset the powers that be. 

 

He preached a way of life that would make the first last and the last first … made it clear that in God’s realm 
the rich would be sent away empty and the poor would be filled up. Not good news for those who wanted so 
desperately to hold on to their power. 

 

 

But now ... 2,000 years later ... we assume we are safe from all of that. The act of baptism isn’t something we 
normally worry too much about. We see it as so safe and harmless that we even bring our infants for baptism 
… we never think that there might be crocodiles lurking in the baptismal waters … and never give a thought 
to slippery steps.  

 

For us it appears to be a pretty safe activity ... but perhaps we need to rethink that ... at least if we are truly 
trying to live out our baptisms ... truly trying to live into the ministry of Jesus. 

 

Because we can name all kinds of people who also found danger in those baptismal waters ... Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer ... Oscar Romero ... Martin Luther King ... and millions of unnamed others ... all gave their lives 
for the gospel. 

 

 

Next weekend ...  we as a nation ... will be remembering the life and legacy of the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther 
King Jr.  

 

King is of course one of the well-known examples of a person who understood his own ministry … his own 
baptism … in the context of Jesus’ ministry and baptism.   

 

 

 

 



In the book, A Testament of Hope, King records his response to the fire hoses that police commissioner Bull 
Connor turned on peaceful civil rights demonstrators in Birmingham, Alabama, more than 40 years ago.  

 

King writes of that experience: “There was a certain kind of fire that no water could put out … We had known 
water. If we were Baptists or some other denomination, we had been immersed. If we were Methodists, and 
some others, we had been sprinkled … but we knew water.” 

 

And so Dr. King was able to convert an attack on the reign of God … into a sacrament. He was able to 
connect his story … his ministry … to Jesus’.  

 

 

Perhaps we too want to be those kinds of people ... but inevitably, life has a way of wringing us out ... and we 
forget that God dwells in and among us. We forget our “beloved” identity … we have spiritual amnesia.  

 

But the reality is ... our baptism still calls us to such a life ... calls us to be prophets in our own time ... calls us 
to also resist attacks on the reign of God.     

 

Our baptism reminds us that God’s creative force is still birthing us, claiming us, renewing us. Reminding us 
that God loved us first … that God’s love is our foundation … not our reward … that God’s love isn’t earned 
– rather, it’s the wind in our sails to follow in the way of Jesus. 

 

That it is what should motivate us to be voices that share God’s vision for the world ... to be people who resist 
efforts to destroy God’s vision of radical equality and inclusion and love ... to be a church that challenges the 
status quo. 

 

No ... we won’t find literal crocodiles lurking around this font this morning ... but all of us should consider 
baptism as dangerous anyway … because it calls for a radical change in us ... and therefore in our world.  

Like the communion table ... it is the great leveler ... the great equalizer ... making the powerful claim that we 
are all one in the Body of Christ. 

 

And that makes these baptismal waters so very dangerous ... in this world of haves and have nots ... in this 
world where a few matter and the rest just don’t seem to. 

 

At the moment of baptism ... we are called to take on God’s vision for the world … it is at that moment that 
we say we are choosing to follow Jesus … to live into his ministry … that we agree to confront the evil of this 
world and be about the work of completing God’s work of creation. At that moment … we agree to hang out 
where Jesus did and go to the places where Jesus went.    

 

Baptism should change us … it’s meant to … our baptism starts us on a journey. It signifies a fresh start. A 
clean slate. A new day. A new life. Over and over again.  

 

It’s as if it pokes little holes in us … so God’s Spirit can enter. We are no longer alone inside our skin … we 
are bound to another … very literally God’s name is written upon us. 

 

And those vows are reaffirmed each time we come to the communion table … each time we are a part of a 
community that baptizes another … and on days like today when we are intentional about that reaffirmation. 
Each time our baptism is reaffirmed we are saying again that we are God’s beloved and we will try to follow 
the way of Jesus. 

 



    

Our grandson Tyler is now 20 years old and he headed back to college in South Carolina yesterday ... but I 
remember when he was five or six ... he often stayed all night with us on Saturday and came to church early 
with us on Sunday.  

 

One morning he came into the sanctuary with me as I was getting everything ready for worship. I hadn’t 
turned the lights on yet – so the only light was coming through the stained glass windows. 

 

He stood right there, about where the font is, looking up at the window depicting Jesus. Now Tyler was like 
most five-year-old boys – very into super heroes. So he turned around and asked me: “What kind of power did 
he have, Grandma?” 

 

I love those big questions from out of the blue. I thought for a moment and then I answered … Jesus had the 
unarmed power of love … the strongest power of all ... the most dangerous power of all.  

 

That same power that is also available to each of us. Amen.  


