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In sacred deed, we echo God’s suppressed chant; in loving, we intone God’s unfinished song.   

—Abraham Heschel 

 

Ancient Witness:  Mark 1:9-14 

 

I’m going to start with a story from Anthony de Mello that I think is very appropriate for today. 

 

Each day the disciple would ask the same question: "How shall I find God?" 

And each day he would get the same mysterious answer: "Through desire." 

 

"But I desire God with all my heart, don't I? Then why have I not found God?" 

 

One day the Master happened to be bathing in the river with the disciple. He pushed the man's head 

underwater and held it there while the poor fellow struggled desperately to break loose. 

 

Next day it was the Master who began the conversation. "Why did you struggle so when I held your 

head under water?" 

 

"Because I was gasping for air." 

 

"When you are given the grace to gasp for God the way you gasped for air, you will have found God.' 

 

My previous church was probably my most liberal one.  It was very much an interfaith community with 

members identifying with different traditions.  But it was also an American Baptist church, so we did 

baptisms by dunking people under the water in a baptistery. This is a ritual that represents our desire to 

find God, to seek God, to gasp for God. 

 

In our Christian tradition, baptisms are rites of initiation into the faith community—entry into the 

church—into the Christian path.  Typically, an individual would declare their belief that “Jesus Christ is 

my Lord and Savior.”  It is often referred to as “believer baptism” because it is done not when one is an 

infant but at an age of making an adult decision.  (I’ll be discussing infant baptism next Sunday.)  And 

while candidates for baptism here may proclaim some belief, I would say that this is not even necessary.  

The crucial thing is the desire to seek God, to gasp for God.  The question I ask before baptism is, “Do 

you want to seek God?” 

 

So I’m suggesting a switch back from belief-based religion—religion based on doctrine, dogma and 

creed, belief that certain propositions are true—to an older experienced-based or practice-based 

religion. 

 

I’m convinced, for example, that Jesus didn’t want his followers to proclaim that he was God or even 

proclaim that God exists.  Rather, Jesus had an experience of the immediacy of the Sacred Presence so 

intimate that he called it Abba or Papa.  And Jesus, like so many other mystics, gave his heart to this 

reality, he trusted it intuitively.  And this changed him, gave him a sense of abundance, deep lasting joy, 
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compassion and courage to seek justice.  And what he wanted was for others to experience the same 

thing—to have the same intimate awareness of this reality he called “the reign of heaven,” that is right 

here and right now, hidden in plain view. 

 

And so at adult baptism we are declaring our intention to seek this experience, to open ourselves to this 

awareness.  We are committing ourselves not simply to some statements of abstract truth, but to an 

actual spiritual community and concrete spiritual practice. 

 

And so, it seems to me, we don’t get baptized because we have found the answers, because we have 

come to some conclusions.  It’s not the end of the road; it’s the beginning.  We get baptized because we 

want to ask the questions, because we want to live the questions.  As the poet, Rilke, famously wrote: 

 

Have patience with everything unresolved in your heart and try to love the questions 

themselves… Don’t search for answers now, because you would not be able to live them.  

And the point is to live everything.  Live the questions now.  Perhaps then, someday far in 

the future, you will gradually, without even noticing it, live your way into the answer. 

(Rainer Maria Rilke, from Letters to a Young Poet) 

 

 

And so, the spiritual journey never ends; it never stops.  We don’t retire from it and collect a pension.  

One never “arrives.”  When we think that we’ve arrived, that’s a problem!  Humility is a requirement for 

the life of faith, which means continual change, endless transformation.  Baptism says that we are being 

very intentional about this journey.  And so I think the most appropriate response is not, 

“congratulations!” but “Bon Voyage!” 

 

This is the most important journey we can make.  The great Hindu master, Paramahansa Yogananda 

said, “Everything else can wait, but your search for God cannot wait.”  I really believe this!  There is 

nothing more important we can do. 

 

In the text of our ancient witness today, we see that Jesus’ baptism marks a beginning for his own 

journey, his own spiritual practice.  He goes into the desert to meditate, contemplate and pray—a vision 

quest.  And then he begins his work of teaching and healing. 

 

But even in his work, his inner journey continued.  He would withdraw to be by himself periodically, 

and we read that he was still struggling and asking questions until he died. 

 

This is not an easy journey.  It can be perilous—not for the faint of heart.  It reminds me of a great line 

by Annie Dillard, who said,  

 

It is madness to wear ladies’ straw hats and velvet hats to church; we should all be wearing 

crash helmets. Ushers should issue life preservers and signal flares; they should lash us to our 

pews.  (Teaching a Stone to Talk: Expeditions and Encounters, p. 41) 
 

This reminds me of another great line from the author, John Shedd:  “A ship in harbor is safe, but that is 

not what ships are built for.” 

 
The Christian tradition—or any religious tradition for that matter—is about leaving the harbor.  It’s 

about a continual journey.  On this journey we face our demons and look deeply into our situation, the 

way that we perpetuate our own suffering and the suffering of others.  We become willing to lose our 
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selves in order to find our true selves.  We practice letting go of attachments and demands of the ego.  

We become engaged with life, and open and vulnerable to the needs and pain of others.  Because of this, 

we are gentle with each other.  That’s why we’re here—to help each other along this journey, to honor 

the freedom of each other’s soul and to surround each other with our love, encouragement and support. 

 

From a spiritual perspective, we raise the anchor and set sail into mysterious and unpredictable seas, 

over and over.  And we say to each other, “Bon Voyage!” 

 
(NOTE: The spoken sermon, also available online, may differ slightly in phrasing and detail from this 

manuscript version.) 


