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“ONE LOVE, ONE HEART”

Psalm 29

Ephesians 4: 1-6

Mark 10: 35-45
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Rev. Mary Susan Gast

On my 40th birthday I was subjected to a surprise party.  My husband and I were serving as the pastors of a church in Grand Rapids, Michigan.  A family who were members of the congregation invited Roger, and our daughter, and me over for dinner one evening in late October with the understanding that our children would play afterwards while the grownups discussed serious church-y matters. 

We were just about to get into the Hagen Dazs rum raisin ice cream when the doorbell rang.  Chuck, our host, answered the door and then called me over saying that there was someone there at the door asking for me.  Puzzled, I went to the door and there before me on the neat green lawn I beheld a most unlikely collection of people.  There were very old people and very young people.  Some were black, some white, some brown.  Many were well-dressed in North American style; some were clothed quite shabbily; several wore cloth from Ethiopia; a few wore Potawatomie headbands.  One carried a baby; one leaned on a cane.  My first reaction was, “What is this mob doing here in Chuck and Mary’s front yard?!”  Then I blinked and it all came into focus.  This was no mob!  This was my congregation.  “Surprise! they all shouted.

And it was a surprise.  When I first looked at that gathering of people and saw a mob, I was seeing with worldly eyes, constricted by context, limited by notions of congruity.  When I blinked and looked again, I saw with the eyes of new life.  I saw my brothers and sisters.  

Some of us were baptized as babies—with that baptism confirmed when we entered adolescence.  Some of us were baptized in our youth, or when we were adults.  Some of us were sprinkled, some immersed.  Some of us are not yet baptized. The form and the timing of our baptism is really not all that important.  What is important about baptism is that after we are baptized the way we look at the world is changed.  Irrevocably altered.  There is, indeed, neither slave nor free, Jew nor Greek, male nor female.  Or maybe there is.  But it doesn’t matter.  Our vision shifts to a more cosmic view. From the vantage point of baptism there is one love, one heart pulsing at the core of the universe.  Contact with, immersion in, the Water of Life alters outlooks.

Howard Thurman’s grandmother had been born a slave.  She seldom talked about her life under slavery, but one story that she passed down was of gathering down by the river once or twice a year to hear a preacher from a neighboring plantation.  This preacher was grand, and the congregation would always be “uplifted and sustained with courage to withstand the difficulties of the week to come.”  And, every time, the preacher would conclude by scrutinizing the face of each one present, and telling them, “You are not slaves.  You are God’s children.”  This was the Water of Life.

Contact with, immersion in, the Water of Life alters outlooks.

Imagine—or remember with me—what it is like to say that you are ready to be baptized.  You go down to the river and the question is put to you:  are you ready to leave your old ways behind?  You answer, “Yes.”  You step into the icy river, running clear and swift and are lowered into the stream.  The world changes as you go under water. Vision is distorted; sunlight diffuses in unusual patterns.  There is a moment of near panic as you close your eyes and realize you can’t breathe normally.  It’s little like dying.  Dying to your old life.  But strong hands are holding you up, and you give yourself over in trust and in hope.  And burdens from your past are washed away.  Your resentment at your older brother who got the good looks, and the talent.  The second-rate grudges built up after years of living with a spouse’s annoying habits.  Old fears that you’ve always known were irrational but that stayed with you like a cold hard knot.  Debilitating memories of failures, of hurts you’ve inflicted, of injustices served up against you—all  these are washed away, they’re flowing away from you so that as you are guided to your feet again you feel light, buoyant, brand new.  

We wade into the river and come up from the chilly waters with new vision.  A vision of the coming of the new heaven and the new earth, of the coming of the day when justice and compassion will catch sight of each other and embrace like long-separated lovers, that day when the needy shall eat and be satisfied.  In that river of deliverance the bondage of self-centeredness is washed away.  In that tumult of living water we find peace.  Not a simple, self-satisfied peace within our own individual hearts, but the peace of God.  Which not only passes and surpasses human understanding, but creates discontent and rattles complacency with the powers and dominions of this world.  It is the peace that Jesus brought as he lived in communion with sinners, the poor, the lepers and outcasts, disturbing the peace of the Roman empire, disheveling the orderliness of rigidified religion, kicking aside idols and transient gods, freeing us all from fastening our trust upon what is ultimately untrustworthy, leaving us bound to and dependent upon only one thing—the Great Love at the center of the universe.  One love.  One heart. Give praise to our God and we’ll be all right.

We wade into the waters of baptism, knowing that our lives will not be the same after we come stumbling up onto the riverbank.  There are deep swells and powerful currents in that water.  But as Valerie Russell used to say, “God don’t do no miracles over shallow water.”

God fashioned each of us as a  unique and irreplaceable part of  the Creation.  No one could take our place in the Heart of the Universe.  Through that gift of love, God makes it unnecessary for any of us to seek “status.”  None of us needs to be ranked or to prove ourselves, only to manifest ourselves, to become what God has created us to be.

James and John, as portrayed in this morning’s Gospel, SO didn’t get it.

 “Give us the positions of privilege, of greatest honor in the realm of God,” they say.  How ridiculous!  How misguided! How dumb!   “You don’t know what you’re asking,” Jesus says.  “Are you able to drink the cup that I drink, or to be baptized with the baptism with which I will be baptized?”  “To be baptized with a baptism” alludes to floodwaters which threaten to overwhelm the victim.  “The cup that I drink” refers to the “cup of wrath.”  A drink so strong that those who drink of it stagger and are left at the mercy of their enemies—or left to the mercy of God.  

This is no placid pond you’re entering.  Your life is on the line here.  You’re about to lose your balance, your orientation, your internal compass and turn it all over to the Most High.

“The voice of the Holy One is over the waters; the God of glory thunders, Le Atua, over mighty waters.”  From those deep waters, we rise with new life.  We come up healed. Healed of dependence upon the fleeting, flashy, insubstantial comforts and prestige the world has to offer.  We have put our trust in something that thieves cannot steal, nor the stock market deplete, nor rust destroy, nor the grave contain.  We are whole. Not “perfect” on some abstract and arbitrary scale of mobility, ability, beauty or achievement.  But whole.  Of one piece.  “At one” rather than “at odds” with ourselves, with our Creator, with our community.  Whole-hearted in our trust in that which is beyond us, which might overwhelm us, which causes us to stagger as we thrash against the mainstream.  Of one love.  One heart.

Those “who live in arid parts of the world think about water with a reverence others might find excessive,” write Joan Didion.  [Joan Didion, “Holy Water,” The White Album] It’s not surprising then, that there is this deep reverence for the Water of Life among those of us who wander the deserts of the spirit.  No matter where or what our desert, we are all at risk of dehydration.  Whether we skirt the stagnation of dismissive and demeaning attitudes toward us; whether we travel the fierce landscapes of hopelessness, or the tough roads of addictions; whether we wait in the arid streambeds of evaporated dreams or clank our empty buckets down the sides of the wells of friendship only to find that drought has dried up the streams of human kindness; whether we scan the skies daily for signs of that impending shower of righteousness—we are seeking  more than the meager sips that allow us to survive.

We yearn for the River of Life running free and undammed, offering us the exuberant wildness of the Holy One’s love, gracing the flood plains our lives with the riotous greenery of new life.

When we emerge from the waters of baptism, we rise with new life.  We are born again, delivered from death’s terrible isolation.  Through baptism we become part of Christ’s body, where all members are cherished in their uniqueness, where there are no inferiors, no rejects, where no one is appreciated at the expense of another, where the feast is spread for all.  Through baptism we become members of the church, “bearing with one another in love, making every effort to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to the one hope of your calling, one Lord, one faith, one baptism,” One Love. One Heart.

Someone who sees with the eyes of the baptized glimpses what it might mean for all to be one in Christ Jesus.  Surprise!

