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Readings: Genesis 1:1–5 
  Mark 1:4–11 

“In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptised…” 

Who wants a new start? Who’s tried another set of New Year’s resolutions? At times, it might seem 
great to be able to start all over again. Well, we’re not alone in that. God has another try and begins 
again. That’s the essence of the good news isn’t it? God refuses to give up on creation. The compilers of 
the lectionary got it right when they paired up the opening of Mark with the first verses in Genesis. 
What happened to this man, in this little river,  in a corner of the Roman Empire has cosmic ramifica-
tions.  It’s a local event that touches the universe in all time and space, and it happens because the God 
of all creation who was there at the beginning, comes again to bring life and salvation into a world held 
in thrall by death. It is also about connecting us with a wider reality than we often don’t even acknow-
ledge as being important, the realm of the spirit, for it is in this reality that the things that are really 
important exist.  

The poet G K Chesterton commented that there were two types of people who see trees moving in the 
wind: one sort which thinks the wind moves the trees, the other thinks that the motion of the trees 
makes the wind. In recent years a new breed of people has come for whom the “invisible” is a non-
sense—a non-sense—that what they see and hear and touch is the only reality and generates whatever 
people come up with that cannot be verified by the senses. For them the visible accounts for the invis-
ible. It seems sometimes that we too have lost that sense of “spirit” that lies behind all creation.  

I think that is why we sometimes struggle with reading the opening chapter of the Bible. We think we 
are reading a simple description of the physical creation of everything. If, instead, we open ourselves to 
the spirit, we get something far richer and deeper. God begins by creating, all things visible and invis-
ible. This account sees God taking non/anti-creation - that which is without form and void, that which 
is without light , and makes of it something, form and content, floodlit with creation’s light, and filled 
with the breath of God which is life and life-making. This breath of God utters words which give 
meaning to the world. God said… eight times and what is said accounts for the totality of creation. 

The Spirit of God moving over the face of the waters continues to create. Genesis 1 is not a text con-
fined to telling us how it all happened. It is a witness to the creative work of the spirit now. Only God 
“creates” in the Bible. The most important use of the word occurs in the texts of the exile where the 
Hebrew people had been ripped away from everything, land, society, family, political identity, place of 
worship, homes and farms. They reread Genesis and saw that the Creator Spirit was at work in their 
new environment, creating a structure to live in and human lives adequate for living in it. Creation isn’t 
an impersonal environment, it is personal home—where we live. The work of the Spirit in creation helps 
us as it did the Hebrews in exile, Where is my place in this? How do I make my way in this place? and 
to pray “Create [O God] in me…”  

Creation brought into being by the life-breath of God as an idea has been battered a fair bit. Death, 
anti-creation, the denial of life, the elimination of life, instead has become the major theme. There is no 
energy, no movement, no word uttered in death, yet somehow life has survived. So God begins again in 
the story of Jesus. Here too the Spirit is at work, breathing life into Jesus as he emerges from the river. 
And the breathing of God is given voice “Thou art my Son…” The same Spirit of God at Creation now 
comes on Jesus who will speak and act salvation into reality in our death-ravished and sin-decimated 
world. The work of salvation has begun, the consummation of salvation over death is being worked out. 



So let us look again at what Mark is telling us in this story of Jesus’ baptism in the Jordan, and read it 
from his perspective, not from what we have overlaid it with all these centuries of dogmatism. 

“John came proclaiming the baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.” We all know that is 
about how we have been so horribly naughty that we deserve to die and the only way to get to heaven is 
to be sorry and get baptised so that our sins are forgiven and Jesus gets us in. Except that is not what 
the words Mark wrote actually mean. I’m just going to take that phrase “baptism of repentance for the 
forgiveness of sins” and work through it word by word. 

Baptism for Mark is not a magic formula for  the “regeneration of those who have spiritually forfeit 
themselves to death.” No, for him it is a dynamic symbol of newness, freshness and priceless opportun-
ity: It is invitation: “Life is beginning again: who will participate in this new opportunity.” 

Repentance – metanoia – means a change of mind. It’s mainly about leaving the old mind-set behind, 
reordering one’s priorities, finding a new way of looking at things, and in our relationship with God, 
about orienting our life toward God and God’s kingdom (as Mark will spell out for us). 

There are a number of words in the Bible used for forgiveness. The one Mark uses here – aphesis – has 
the root meaning of ‘letting go’ . It stresses freedom or liberation. Rather than focussing on a “Forgiver,” 
an offended power out there who has been wronged by every attitude and action of ours, and who then 
offers remission of guilt and acceptance, “forgiveness” in Mark is better seen as the recovery of harmony 
with our greater self (that total web of life of which we are an integral part). It involves acceptance of 
one another, of being in harmony with our total environment, and self-acceptance.  

Similarly with sin. Here, sins – hamartiai – are the things we do which have missed the mark, our fail-
ure to realise our full humanity. They are not breaches of rules laid down. This means, forgiveness of sins 
is more about gaining a new freedom, one where we no longer worry about falling short of our ideals 
but instead become capable of realising more fully our essential and true humanity. 

John’s proclamation of this invites his hearers to respond tangibly albeit symbolically to show their will-
ingness to embrace a new way of looking at things, of living life, of committing themselves to the new 
vision of the commonwealth of God. That is the baptism of John. The good news Mark spoke of at the 
beginning is that this new vision of commonwealth has entered our life as a possibility to be em-
braced.This approach helps us understand easier Jesus’ being baptised. If the thrust of this idea is not on 
“sin and guilt” but upon embracing the new way then we can see why Jesus needed to be baptised. For 
him this newness is going to be lived out in his deep care and compassion for all people and the needy 
in particular, and in his harmony with life. 

So Jesus is baptised. He goes under and coming up he sees the heavens torn open and the Spirit coming 
down. The torn heavens are a symbol of his direct and new understanding of reality. Jesus is endowed 
with the Spirit resulting from this new awareness of being in a harmonious, integrated relationship with 
all of life. The sign of the Spirit being like a dove can carry three meanings at least, all of which we see 
in Jesus’ ministry. There is God’s spirit hovering over creation in Genesis – a sign of creativity; the dove 
returning to the ark and Noah – a sign of renewal and cleansing; and there is the ministry of Jonah (in 
Heb. “dove”) – a sign of “the prophet to the nations.” It is about new life rather than death. 

Death talk grew up and worked its way into our vocabulary with words like sin and rebellion, iniquity 
and lawlessness, gaining power over human lives. While God created a way of life out of this chaos and 
misery, countered death, breathed life into creation and creatures, we developed a life style of death em-
bracing, death determining activity. Into this God breathed life into Jesus to bring a new vocabulary to 
life, words that counter and surpass the death-words, words of the spirit, words like love and hope, 
obedience and faith and salvation, grace and praise. Hallelujah words. 

The Word of Jesus is among us.  Hear that Word


