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For reflection: "In baptism, new Christians become part of a body of fellow believers who are called to 
spiritually encourage one another and hold one another responsible for consistent Christian living."       
Tony Campolo 
 
Gospel Reading: Mark 1:4-11   
John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness 
of sins. And people from the whole Judean countryside and all the people of Jerusalem were going out 
to him, and were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins. Now John was clothed with 
camel’s hair, with a leather belt around his waist, and he ate locusts and wild honey. He proclaimed, 
“The one who is more powerful than I is coming after me; I am not worthy to stoop down and untie the 
thong of his sandals. I have baptized you with water; but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.”  
In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan. And just as 
he was coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit descending like a dove 
on him. And a voice came from heaven, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.”  
 
Sermon: One Hand Out  
 Last Sunday is known as Baptism of the Lord Sunday.  As we leave behind the stories of Christ's 
birth, the liturgical year takes us to the event that marks the beginning of Jesus' public ministry – his 
baptism by John the Baptist in the River Jordan. It is often the custom, should the occasion provide for 
one, that congregations celebrate baptism on that day.  Both of our traditions – Baptist and 
Presbyterian—practice infant and believers' baptisms in public worship.  We do that for a number of 
reasons, among them being recognition that baptism is an act of community on behalf of our God; that 
congregations make pledges for the nurture of the baptized; and that the baptized or their parents 
make promises of their own.  We also celebrate baptism in public worship for the not insignificant 
reason of remembering our own baptisms. 
 I suspect that purpose often gets lost in the worship experience.  We rejoice in the presence of 
children among us and especially love infant baptisms.  However, it's most likely the other baptisms we 
"remember" are those of our children or grandchildren.  There are those of us that feel some frustration 
at having been baptized as infants, we literally can't remember our own.  When celebrating believers' 
baptisms, those of us who share the experience may remember our own; others may wonder if they 
would have the courage to stand in front of the congregation; and still others might wonder if this is for 
them or if they might have missed out on something.  

While memories of significant events in the faith lives of our households and our church are 
meaningful and important, sometimes we miss another opportunity of these occasions.  Because during 
this week, we had no household ready to participate in a baptism, this is our turn to appreciate a 
different aspect of Baptism of the Lord Sunday and remembering our own baptisms.  It may be that we 
would do better at it most times, if instead of using the phrase "remembering our own baptisms,” we 
understood our purpose to be "remembering that we are baptized." 
 As the reports of Jesus' baptism remind us, the first element of that remembering ought be that 
we, in baptism, are also marked as beloved children of God with whom God is well-pleased.  There are 
no doubt times in our lives when, due to circumstances, events or self-regard, to know that we are 
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valued and matter is a critical spiritual need. 
 I suspect that too often we stop with that remembrance.  If we do, it would be good to recall 
that Jesus' baptism marked the beginning of his public ministry and so the promises made at baptism 
mark the beginning of our own ministries—even if the promises are made on our behalf by our parents 
until we make them for ourselves at confirmation.  It is good to recall that God claims us in baptism, and 
by our baptism, claims are made on us—claims which we acknowledge in the promises we make.   
 We make promises at baptism about the way we will live with God, with one another and in the 
world.  In general, while none of us are perfect, we are pretty good at living well with God; and as a 
church committed to mission and social justice, we are pretty good at how we live in the world—again 
always hoping we can be better at all things.  If we have a weak spot, and I don't mean UCF 
exclusively, but much of the Church in the world, we forget our commitments to the community of 
Christ in which we have promised to serve.  In a few moments we will engage in a renewal of our 
baptisms, and we will use a covenant that has been used at UCF for many years.  (I ask you not to read it 
now.  I will read it during our renewal and it is printed so you may consider it later.  It is also, by the way, 
found in the back pocket of our hymnals.) 

The covenant was adopted here sometime during Phil's tenure (the church historian and 
archivist are still trying to find out exactly when).  It is an update of a covenant used by the Baptist 
Congregation of Fayetteville at least as early as 1922.  What was updated was the language, but what 
remained intact was that the covenant is grounded in our baptism, noting it is by those baptisms we are 
bound to one another; that our baptisms make a claim on our activity in the world –and our work, life, 
faith and care of one another in the specific congregation in which we find ourselves.  To remember that 
we are baptized is to take some time to reflect on how we are keeping the promises created by 
baptism's claim on us.             

… 
There is a story told of an ancient emperor—which one and when varies with the teller—true 
 or apocryphal, the story goes like this: 

 There was an emperor who ruled according to the power of his vast armies.  One day, he 
ordered that all his soldiers be baptized, and so they were.  Wherever they found themselves, troop by 
troop, the soldiers went to a river to be baptized.  When they were immersed, each one held his right 
hand – his sword hand -- out of the water.  With raised right hands, they declared there was some part 
of their life and behavior over which God had no claim.  That wasn't a military choice – it was a human 
choice – the soldiers were just bold enough to publicly declare the limits of their submission to God's 
will and purposes –the limits of God's claim on them.   

Remembering that we are baptized on this day invites us to silently reflect on which hand we 
have held out of the waters of baptism—the one hand out we have kept God from ruling in our lives.  
Perhaps there is some aspect of the way we care for ourselves or our loved ones; of decisions we make 
at work that might not measure up to a holy standard; of how we use our money; of what part of 
ourselves we share with Christ's body in this place – or the parts we withhold; of kindnesses we do not 
do – or un-kindnesses we do commit; of considering parts of God's creation or some people made by 
God unworthy of our concern and ministry.  It is time to remember and name to ourselves where and 
when we hold one hand out, denying God's claim on all of us. 

… Let us pause to reflect… 
It is also time to remember that God who called us into being with a Word and named us 

"Good" is the God who blessed us and named us "Beloved" at our baptisms is eagerly waiting to make us 
whole and wholly God's once again.   May it be so for us today and this year.  Amen. 
 
UNITED CHURCH COVENANT 
 Having been led by the Spirit of God to profess our faith in Christ as Lord and Savior, and having 
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been baptized in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, we do now solemnly and joyfully 
affirm our covenant with God and with each other. 
 We pledge to serve Christ in the fellowship of this congregation.  We shall endeavor to love one 
another, to remember one another in prayer, to share in each other's joys, and to sustain each other in 
times of distress.  We aspire to be a fellowship of the concerned, under authority of Holy Scripture, 
where the lost may find Christ, sinners may find pardon, seekers may find meaning for their lives, and 
where all who come may find welcome.  We shall strive to be responsible church members, through 
faithful attendance, active participation, and sacrificial support.  We shall seek to be obedient to Christ 
in our daily living.  Within our homes, in our labor, and while in leisure we shall strive for attitudes and 
actions which will reflect God's spirit working through us.  Believing that our bodies are temples of the 
Holy Spirit, we shall endeavor to avoid experiences and habits which defile the body and hinder the 
Spirit working through us. 
 Bound together in a fellowship of faith with all who confess Christ as Lord and Savior, we shall pray 
and labor for a spirit of unity among all Christians. 
 Believing that our call to be a church is a call to witness in the world, we dedicate ourselves anew 
as servants of the Lord of all life.  Whenever people are in bondage to ignorance, poverty, fear, or 
prejudice, we shall strive for justice, freedom, dignity and peace.  Whenever people are separated by 
barriers of hostility and distrust, we shall be ministers of God's reconciling love.  As we pledge our 
support to the work of the church throughout the world, we commit ourselves to the mission to which 
God calls us all. 
 Acknowledging our human frailties and ever seeking forgiveness, we profess our need of the Holy 
Spirit, and commit our lives to Jesus Christ, and through Him, to the care, the judgment, and 
deliverance, and the mercy of Almighty God. 
 
Invitation to the Table 
Everyone is invited to share the bread of life and the cup of salvation, coming to the Table via the center 
aisle and returning by the side aisles.  This manner of serving is generally referred to at UCF as "come 
forward."   It is technically known as receiving the elements "by intinction."  "Intinction” refers to 
dipping the bread into the cup and literally means "to baptize.”  Today, as we share this meal, in the act 
of dipping the bread into the cup, may we with prayer and commitment, immerse ourselves more 
deeply in the baptized life to which we have been called.  Come to the Table. Everyone.       


