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Sermon First Sunday of Lent Year B February 26 2012 

“We are sealed by the Holy Spirit in Baptism and marked as Christ’s own forever.”  Amen.” 

 Our first reading is the end of the Noah and the flood story.  The waters have receded; Noah 

has left the ark and offers a sacrifice to God.  God responds by making an everlasting covenant 

with Noah saying—“Never again shall all flesh be cut off by the waters of a flood, and never again 

shall there be a flood to destroy the earth.” (T) 

 I wonder what sermons are like this morning in New Orleans as this text is read.  I wonder 

what’s going through the minds of the people in the coastlands of Asia where 10s of thousand were 

killed in 2005 when they hear “never again” because it happens again and again. 

 We saw destruction of floods this summer when Irene came through. We had front row seats 

and watched bodies float in the water from Katrina and Rita.  How can we take God’s promise 

seriously, when it happens again and again?  What possible meaning could these words have for 

us today? (T) 

 Water is a powerful force in nature, with power to destroy, yet without it we cannot live.  It has 

the power to kill and give life. 

 Our readings today contain the theme of water as a force for destruction, transformation and 

new life.  The reading from 1st Peter recalls Noah’s story and says that a “few were saved through 

water…and baptism which this prefigures now saves you.”  The writer makes the link between the 

flood and baptism.   
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Our gospel recalls Jesus’ baptism in the Jordan by John the Baptist.  Jesus rises out of the 

river and the Spirit drove him into the wilderness.  The Greek word used here is �κβ�λλει which 

means to cast out with the notion of violence, being forced out into the desert, not the calm words, 

“led by the Spirit”, used by Matthew and Luke, in Mark Jesus was forcibly cast out by the Spirit into 

the wilderness. 

 Today’s lessons of the flood and Jesus’ baptism tell us something about our own encounter 

with water and baptism.  Like unpredictable waters, Baptism can be a dangerous business. 

 Through baptism we rise up to a life in which the Spirit often casts us into the desert.  Our 

baptism is a visible sign of our call to live radically different lives. 

 Lent calls us to reflect on how we are living out our baptismal heritage.  This Lenten season 

our presiding bishop invites us to reflect on our baptismal heritage through the Millennium 

Development Goals (MDGs). 

•  There are 8 MDGs established by the United Nations and adopted by the Episcopal 

Church in an effort to address hunger, poverty and injustice in the world.  The eight goals are… 

Goal 1: Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger 

Goal 2: Achieve universal primary education 

Goal 3: Promote gender equality and empower women 

Goal 4: Reduce child mortality rates 

Goal 5: Improve maternal health 



 3 

Goal 6: Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other diseases 

Goal 7: Ensure environmental sustainability 

Goal 8: Develop a global partnership for development 

Toward this end we have developed a Lenten Calendar and Mite Box project similar to the one 

we did in Advent 2010.  Each day has a fact about a condition in the world and an invitation to give 

thanks for the gifts we have all been given that we often take for granted…things like clean water or 

access to medical care.  Proceeds from the Mite Boxes will go to a project from Episcopal Relief 

and Development.  Pick up a calendar and mite box to be used by your family through this season 

of Lent. 

Our baptism calls us to be ministers to advance God’s mission.  Ministry is not something left 

to clergy, but is our fundamental identity.  At baptism we say, we are sealed by the Holy Spirit in 

Baptism and marked as Christ’s own forever.  If we take this seriously, how could baptism be 

anything but dangerous? (T) 

Sometimes fulfilling our baptismal vow can call us to put our life on the line.  I want to tell you 

another story about David Duncombe, a Congregational Minister who I befriended under strange 

circumstances in 1999.  At the time I lived on Capitol Hill in DC.  One Sunday in the summer at 

church this tall man with a scraggly beard made a request during announcement time.  His clothing 

hung on him and was too large.  He wore a huge wooden cross and resembled someone who 

might live on the streets.  He said that he was in DC as part of the Jubilee project—the precursor to 
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the MDGs—to relief third world debt relief.  He said that he was fasting and had not eaten in 40 

days.  His fast was making it difficult for him to walk and he needed a place to live near the Capitol.  

He said he would get weaker, so being close to the Senate was essential.  I looked him over and 

thought either he is crazy or a saint.  The message came to me quickly, “give him a room”.  We 

lived two blocks from the Senate and had lots of room.  David lived with us for two summers.  He’d 

be up at 4am everyday and spend hours in prayer before a crucifix.  Then he’d take his water and 

vitamin supplements and head out to lobby Congress.  I asked him, “Why are you fasting?”  I will 

never forget his answer, “Member of Congress need to see what starvation looks like.  So I am 

using my body as a witness for Christ.”  Driven by the Spirit David made visible to those in power—

the daily reality for millions in third world countries wracked by hunger.  He said, that sometimes to 

be a follower of Jesus means putting oneself at risk.  Those two summers he influenced legislation 

that excused over $1 billion of third world debt.  Baptism IS a dangerous business. 

 We are called to leave our comfort zone—go into the desert—and look hard at how we are 

living our baptismal call to follow Jesus.  Sometimes we discover our call by chance, sometime 

through fateful events and sometimes, like with David, being driven by the Spirit. 

 Do any of us think that Bishop Gene Robinson chooses to wear a bullet-proof vest because of 

the death threats he receives daily?  Did my friend David enjoy going without food for over 60 

days?  They know what �κβ�λλει is all about.   
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 To be awakened to our baptismal call, my friends, is to be a follower of Jesus in the world.  We 

are called to enter the desert of each other’s lives of suffering and pain, and death…and in doing so 

to make ourselves vulnerable and risk moving into places that are neither comfortable nor easy. 

 Yes, waters of baptism are unpredictable—filled with power to give life, to transform and 

change our world and us.  It is a dangerous business.  Will you and will I have the courage to live 

as if we really believed, “we are sealed by the Holy Spirit and marked as Christ’s own forever.”  

Amen. 


