
Sailing Downwind – Baptism of Jesus – Year B 
 

       “If you do not change direction, you may end up where 
you are heading”, said Lao-Tzu, the great Chinese 
philosopher. “Less movement means more stiffness in your 
joints. So get up and get moving.” Says Mike the physical 
therapist.  

       When we hear the first words of Genesis, “In the 
beginning, when God created the heavens and the earth,” 
lots of us think we’re listening to a version of how all we 
see around us came to be, a ‘theory of everything,’ as the 
movie title has it.  “The earth was a formless void and 
darkness covered the face of the deep, when a wind from 
God swept over the face of the waters.” Of course Genesis 
can also be considered as a history of human thought. In 
the beginning of our consciousness, the mind was a 
formless void and darkness covered the depths of our 
thinking. The wind of God came to get us up and moving in 
a positive direction. God said, “Let there be light”; and there 
was light. God saw the light was good, separated the light 
from the darkness, and there was evening and morning: 
our first day.  

       But humanity has continually veered from the course 
God sets, rebelled against the direction God gives, and tried 
to sail directly into the prevailing winds of righteousness, 
that is to say, backwards into darkness and ignorance. 
Despite the repeated advice, threats and outright disasters 
that prophets, philosophers and history itself have offered, 
the wind of God has yet to prevail; humanity’s course is still 
very much an erratic one. 
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       In Sinhala, the language of Sri Lanka, the word 
sangsāra, means "continuous flow,” the repeating cycle of 
birth, life and death comprising our actions and their 
consequences in the past, present, and future. The concept 
is central to Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism, Taoism and 
Sikhism.  

       According to these religions, each person's current life 
is only one of many, stretching back before birth into past 
existences and reaching forward beyond death into future 
incarnations. During the course of each life the quality of 
our actions determines our further destiny. This is karma. 
The Buddha taught that there was no beginning to this 
cycle but that it can be ended through perceiving reality. 
The goal of life is to realize this truth, the achievement of 
which, like the ripening of a fruit, is moksha or Nirvana, 
which is to say liberation, or enlightenment. Perceiving 
reality, we sail with the prevailing wind of God, into the 
light. 

       The consequences of humanity’s stubborn refusal to be 
driven by downwind by God have been untold suffering, 
accompanied by unceasing attempts on God’s part to turn 
us.  Today’s readings portray the relentlessness of God’s 
energy and its availability to us, if only we will pay heed. 

       “The voice of the Lord thunders over mighty waters. 
The voice of the Lord breaks the cedars of Lebanon, makes 
Lebanon skip like a calf, and Sirion like a young wild ox. 
God’s voice flashes forth flames of fire, shakes the 
wilderness of Kadesh, causes the oaks to whirl, and strips 
the forest bare; and in his temple all say, “Glory!” But all do 
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not say, “Glory,” and all do not cooperate with the voice; all 
do not pay heed. 

       And so God has gotten more involved. There are many 
traditions of God’s becoming part of the human experience 
in order to influence and direct us more effectively.  One 
example is the Sanskrit God Avalokiteśvara, whose name 
combines the prefix ava, "down"; the verb lok "to behold” 
and the noun īśvara, "lord” to mean "the Lord who looks 
down at the world". Avalokiteśvara embodies the 
compassion of all Buddhas, and is as either female or male. 

       One story tells of Avalokiteśvara vowing never to rest 
until she has freed all beings from the cycle of sangsara.  
This sounds familiar to Christians. Despite strenuous effort, 
she realizes that many unhappy beings have yet to be 
enlightened. In the struggle to comprehend the needs of so 
many, her head splits into eleven pieces. Amitabha, the 
principle Buddha, the boss, seeing Avalokiteśvara’s  plight, 
gives her eleven heads with which to hear the cries of the 
suffering. Upon hearing these cries and comprehending 
them, Avalokiteśvara attempts to reach out to all those who 
need aid, but finds that her two arms are insufficient to the 
task. Once more, Amitabha Buddha comes to her aid and 
invests her with a thousand arms with which to aid the 
suffering multitudes.  

       Our Christian story is very different in many ways, but 
also strikingly similar. Jesus chose twelve Apostles to be his 
heads in the world, Judas failed, and then they were eleven. 
As for having a thousand arms to help, how many members 
has the body of Christ possessed, who toiled and fought 
and lived and died for the life they loved and knew?  
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Each of us is given the opportunity to be an arm of God. The 
Epiphany we celebrate is God’s eager and insistent desire 
to have that happen. The method God employs is to meet us 
halfway, by becoming part of humanity – no more and no 
less a human being than we are, in need of baptizing. That 
is why Jesus’ life is significant. Otherwise it would be an 
anomaly – dramatic, but irrelevant. So what if Jesus forgave 
his oppressors, he already knew he was saved. But the 
closer he is to us, the more likely it is that we can follow 
him. That’s why “in those days Jesus came from Nazareth of 
Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan. And there 
came a voice came from heaven: “You are my child, my 
Beloved; with you I am well pleased.” This is one of the few 
stories that appears in all four Gospels, and it’s is not a new 
idea: In Isaiah Chapter 42, verse 1 we hear, “Here is my 
servant, whom I uphold, my chosen one…” 

       Paul asks the rhetorical question, “Did you receive the 
Holy Spirit? Into what then were you baptized?” Each of us 
is a beloved child with whom God is well pleased. Each of 
us is equipped for ministry. Chosen means beloved and 
messiah means minister.  Each of us has the power of 
Christ, the opportunity to be one of a thousand, thousand, 
thousand arms of the divinity. But we must continually 
choose to sail with the wind. As William Temple said, we 
must have a subjective response to the objective act of 
God’s coming among us. Baptism is not for the good, it’s for 
the willing. We must go along, allow ourselves to be con-
secrated. Con means with, sacral means divine. 
Consecrated means with the divine, as a fundamental life 
orientation. And the first job of the consecrated, the 
immediate undertaking of the beloved is one of welcome: 



to give our full attention to the person before us, to listen to 
their story, see how it overlaps with ours, and tell them 
they too are beloved. 

       A story is told about an elderly couple, let’s call them 
Wilma and Wilmer, plugging away together for many 
decades. One day, as she’s patting the köttbullar together, 
Wilma asks, “How come it’s been so many years since you 
told me you loved me?” Puzzled, Wilmer looks up from his 
dagbladet  and says, “But I thought our deal was: If I ever 
stopped loving you, I should let you know.” Unlike Wilmer, 
our health and happiness come in reaffirming our attitude, 
rejuvenating our intention and recommencing our activity 
as consecrated people, people with divinity, people sailing 
towards God’s glory.  As Avalokiteshvara sought so 
earnestly to do, with her eleven heads and thousand arms, 
so we must seek to do ourselves: Shatter the cycles of 
unhappiness, fear and despair that imprison us; remind 
ourselves and each other that we have not only heard of, 
but also received the Holy Spirit, and act like the beloved 
children of God we are. This is the glory revealed to us in 
the Epiphany. This is the glory of God come among us in 
Jesus the Christ. This is our glory too if only we will 
embrace it.  
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