
  

 

First Sunday after Epiphany, January 10, 2021 

Grace Congregational United Church of Christ 

The Baptism of Christ 

   Sermon                 Pastor Alberta 
 

Defining Moments: Seeking Higher Ground 

Scriptures - Genesis 1:1-5; Acts 19:1-7; Mark 1:4-11 (NRSV)  
 

It’s the season of reflection, renewal and revelation.  Day 10 of 2021.  

The first Sunday after Epiphany and the last Sunday that I will wear a 

white stole for worship until Easter.  
 

Our sacred texts, the lectionary readings, and the timekeeper keeping 

time-Chronos-keeps us moving.  But today the sacred texts of the 

lectionary readings point us towards Karios time: a time of 

transformation, conversion—a change of life moment. 
 

My first adult baptism, I will call her Gloria to honor our pastoral 

relationship; Gloria was my first adult to baptize. She had been baptized 

earlier in her adult life. I was the settled pastor at a church in Arizona 

and Gloria became a member.  In our pastoral conversation she asked if 

it was Ok to be baptized more than once.  She shared, “I wasn’t ready 

then, I’m ready now.” 
   
Her baptismal Sunday was on my birthday. We had worship service on 

the banks of the Colorado River.  As we entered the water, it began to 

get cloudy.  The chance of rain in Yuma, Az is 0.1%; and it only gets 

about 3” of rain a year.  She bowed her head and lifted her hands to the 

sky.  I scooped up the river water in a bowl, proclaiming the words of 

baptism: “Gloria, I now baptize you in the name of our Creator God, 

Jesus, and the Holy Spirit.”  As I was slowly pouring the water over her 

head and acknowledged each person of the Trinity, the clouds parted, 
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and the sun began to shine.  Gloria received the faith of Jesus: it was her 

desire for now she said, I am ready.  I was present for the experience, but 

it was her gift from God. 
 

In the United Church of Christ, baptism is one of the two sacraments 

recognized. Some people understand the sacraments as our pledge or 

dedication to God.  The UCC uses the theological term “grace,” under-

standing that God, in the beginning, made space for humanity and then 

when humanity needed more understanding of love, God poured out love 

into the world in the human named Jesus.  Grace is God making space for 

humanity with love and power to act in the world with God’s love.   
 

The sacraments of baptism and the Lords Supper/Communion are our 

rituals to acknowledge the grace of God. Yet, the grace of God is 

available to all people even if they do not participate in the sacrament of 

baptism or the Lord’s Supper.  God’s grace is unconditional.   
 

Humanity needs rituals to mark Chronos time and Kairos time.  Our 

spiritual nature needs to mark the defining moments in our lives to see; to 

look towards and forward to higher ground.  Gloria was marking a 

change in her inward being to be seen in actions in the world.   All faith 

traditions and spiritualities have rituals to give reverence to significant 

moments.  
 

Perhaps, God was teaching us the importance of stopping to give 

reverence, to give praise, when in the beginning God was creating out of 

the formless void.   
 

Now some biblical scholars and theologians debate if God created out of 

nothing or out of something.  They explain the original language can be 

transliterated to mean shapeless mass, which is something.  Therefore, 

God created something out of something even if that something was 

vague, disordered, or messy.  That makes sense to me:   look at humanity.  

I can be vague, disordered, and messy and God is still creating me! In the 

beginning, God created and after each creation God stopped, looked, and 

said, it is good.  
 

With baptism, God’s grace opens the door for the Creator to create, to 

shape and to re-shape.  A writer of prayers says: “the act of baptism 

wakes us up in and to the presence of God and invites us to enter into 

God’s life as healer, as servant, as Light of the world.” 
 

In the Acts of the Apostles, Luke records how God worked through the 
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disciples to fulfill Christ’s words: “You will receive power when the 

Holy Spirit comes upon you.  And you will be my witnesses, telling 

people about me everywhere, in Jerusalem, throughout Judea, in Samaria, 

and to the ends of the earth.”   
 

Throughout the Acts of the Apostles, the coming of the Holy Spirit is 

portrayed as something disordered and wild.  The gospel message has the 

ripping of the heavens and a dove bombing the waters and a voice 

speaking from the heavens-defining moments in preparation of reshaping, 

in preparation for joining God’s life as a healer, servant, and Light of the 

world. 
 

Gloria had a passion for animals and the elderly.  She also began to pay 

closer attention to the people she allowed in her inner circle.  Gloria 

began to understand she had the power to say no and mean no.  She 

began to walk in the faith of Jesus. She began to really understand that 

Jesus was fully human and understood loneliness, understood anger and 

disappointment, and the pain of grief.  She understood it was Jesus’ faith 

that empowered her to act and speak on behalf of animals, to be a patient 

caregiver for the elderly and to speak up for them.  She began to 

understand that when she became depressed, Jesus understood and she 

was not alone and through the power of the Holy Spirit, that supernatural 

power that can be wild, quiet and speak through the heavens would give 

her the strength and courage to reach out for help.  She understood when 

she was weak, the faith of Jesus that lived in her, was still with her.    
 

The defining moment is realizing salvation, the power to create change 

out of messiness is available to all people and the power, the ability to 

join’s God’s life in the pursuit of healing, serving and being the light in 

dark, shapeless places manifests itself in many different ways.  And God 

says it is good.  

Holy God, 

Creator of light and hearld of goodness, 

At the waters of Jesus’ baptism 

You proclaimed Jesus your beloved Son. 

With the baptized of today, tomorrow and every generation,  

may we say yes to your call to repentance and  

be led to the life of love, care and support we experience in your kinship 

and your love.   

May we receive your Holy Spirit.  Amen. 
 

Rev. Dr. Alberta Wallace 
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Scriptures 

Genesis 1:1-5 (NRSV) 

Six Days of Creation and the Sabbath 

In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, 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. Then God said, “Let there be 

light”; and there was light. And God saw that the light was good; and God 

separated the light from the darkness. God called the light Day, and the 

darkness he called Night. And there was evening and there was morning, 

the first day. 
 

Acts 19:1-7 (NRSV) 

Paul in Ephesus 
While Apollos was in Corinth, Paul passed through the interior regions and 

came to Ephesus, where he found some disciples. He said to them, “Did you 

receive the Holy Spirit when you became believers?” They replied, “No, we 

have not even heard that there is a Holy Spirit.” Then he said, “Into what 

then were you baptized?” They answered, “Into John’s baptism.” Paul said, 

“John baptized with the baptism of repentance, telling the people to believe 

in the one who was to come after him, that is, in Jesus.” On hearing this, 

they were baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus. When Paul had laid his 

hands on them, the Holy Spirit came upon them, and they spoke in tongues 

and prophesied — altogether there were about twelve of them. 
 

Mark 1:4-11 (NRSV) 

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.” 

 

The Baptism of Jesus 

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.” 


