Mark 1:9-13

9 At that time Jesus came from Nazareth in Galilee and was baptised by John in the Jordan. 
Mark quickly tells us that this is the gospel about Jesus Christ, the Son of God - who comes from Nazareth.  This is the earliest mention in the Bible of the place, and we know what Nathanael thought of it...

(John 1:46), “Nazareth! Can anything good come from there?”

Jesus is divine, the fulfilment of centuries old prophecies, part of God’s plan for the universe, the man who’s going to put everything right - and he comes from Swindon.  How can that possibly be?  And then the tension grows...

10 As Jesus was coming up out of the water, he saw heaven being torn open and the Spirit descending on him like a dove. 

We use Dove soap at home.  But as far as I can tell, it’s soap without any soap in it - and they call it ‘Dove’ because doves are always used as symbols of gentleness and peace.  And yet, here we have a dove descending on Jesus as heaven is torn open.

The only references in the New Testament that I can find to things being torn leave you with the distinct impression that such was the trauma of the tear that the cloth, the curtain, and perhaps even heaven itself, was never the same again.  So I wonder, what did all this cost God?  Was it easy and straight forward for him or, in some mysterious and profound way, did it cost him so much to send us his son that heaven was never quite the same again?

And what might that mean for our own ‘being sent out’ - are we keen for the blessings and the gifts of the Holy Spirit, the dove, whilst being unwilling to be torn, broken, sacrificed, changed for God?  Just like the preparing bit - we want Easter without Good Friday.

But how might we ever bear the cost of that sacrifice?  Well, Mark gives us the answer to that straight away...

11 And a voice came from heaven: "You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased." 
We are going to study the whole of chapter one this weekend, but that’s basically just a thin disguise for reading this one verse.  I didn’t think you’d sign up if we’d advertised the weekend as an exposition of Mark ch.1 v.11 - but I think everything else we do for the rest of our lives springs from this verse, this is where it’s at, this is where the gospel lives or dies in you - and Mark only wrote the next fifteen and a half chapters to help explain the how and why.

The curtain between earth and heaven is still torn, the way is open and the Holy Spirit still comes down, but have you ever heard God saying to you, “You are my beloved.”?  Isn’t it time you did (again)?

A voice came from heaven saying,

‘.........., you are my Son, my child, whom I love; with you I am well pleased.’

Wow!  Wouldn’t that be great - more than great, words cannot describe it.

Last month I was away for a week at a course the Diocese runs with Norwich called the Clergy Leadership Programme.  It sounds very grand, but it’s a course for first-time vicars who have been in post a few years (David Wakefield’s on the current one and it was nice to see him again) and I’m one of the live samples who’ve been doing it for a bit longer, dragged in to lead some of it.  Over the course of three of four of these programmes, the thing that has surprised me more than anything, is the need these clergy have to know they are dearly loved children of God.

The two week course, spread over six months, more or less starts with this verse, with the basic assumption that nobody can lead anyone anywhere or live any sort of Christian life without first knowing they are loved by God.  And whilst you might think a bunch of clergy would know it - they don’t, or they sort of do, but they’ve not heard it for a while.  The teaching about leadership is all well and good, but the bit of the course that really sets these folk up for life back in the parish, just when things are starting to get a little prickly, is being reminded of who they are and what they’re about.  Conflict resolution, time management, team building, vision setting, and so on, mean nothing and lead nowhere if you can’t hear this voice from heaven saying, ‘I love you, and I delight in your company.’

I said earlier how important it is to know where you come from, the context you emerge out of - and, for all of us, this is that context.  Your life’s story doesn’t really start with your date of birth, it comes out of your being a child of God.

Henri Nouwen, quite a holy man, and once said, ‘If you keep in mind your belovedness, you can deal with an enormous amount of failure without losing your identity, because your identity is that you are the beloved. ‘I have loved you with an everlasting love.’ That love was there before you were born and will be there after you die.’

St Paul put it like this (Romans 8:15-16), “For you did not receive a spirit that makes you a slave again to fear, but you received the Spirit of sonship. And by him we cry, ‘Abba, Father.’ The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God’s children.”

Knowing your belovedness is the springboard for everything else you do - and if it isn’t, you won’t have much spring.  It’s the ultimate form of security, without which you will never be truly free.  And it’s all the affirmation you need, without which you will never truly be at peace.

But, for some people, ‘father’ is not a very positive image.  None of us here have had perfect fathers, but many of us can still understand what a loving heavenly father might mean - but for many people it’s not so easy, they’re not emerging from such a comfortable environment and this has profound implications for our message.

On Father’s Day in 2008, Barak Obama was addressing a church in Chicago...

‘If we are honest with ourselves, we’ll admit that too many fathers are missing - missing from too many lives and too many homes.  Children who grow up without a father are five times more likely to live in poverty and commit crime; nine times more likely to drop out of schools and twenty times more likely to end up in prison.’

Without knowing your father, life can be pretty tough.

Not long ago, a prison chaplain in this country decided to offer five hundred prisoners the chance to thank their mums for all they’d done by getting them to send a card on Mothering Sunday - free of charge.  Every single one of the five hundred prisoners accepted the offer.  Surprised by the success of the venture, the chaplain then did the same a couple of months later when it came to Father’s Day - using the same five hundred prisoners.  This time, not a single prisoner accepted the offer.  Five hundred positive images of mother, not one of father.

Jesus said (John 14:18), “I will not leave you as orphans; I will come to you.”  And when the Bible talks about orphans, it means those who are fatherless.

If we have no experience of a loving father, then you can imagine how hard this is going to be - but also how necessary and important the message is.  For those with no experience, they have to guess what it might be like, or they have to look for examples (perhaps the church, in which case they’ll see us lot).  If we have to understand fatherhood that way, then what we usually come up with is a father who will only love if we work hard, produce good results, achieve, compete, win, climb - and since our heavenly father sets the bar pretty high (in fact, perfection), no wonder Christians are often so discouraged and discouraging.

Remember, ‘If you keep in mind your belovedness, you can deal with an enormous amount of failure without losing your identity, because your identity is that you are the beloved.’

Ever since the Garden of Eden, there has been a subtle attack on the relationship between father and child - no more so than the present day when some people even see fathers as almost redundant.  But we are ‘Dad’s Army’, an unlikely and sometimes hopeless looking bunch of soldiers, fighting for right and justice and freedom - and we should be as confident as Captain Manwairing used to be.  However bumbling he seemed to be, he always came out on top in the end.

We’re not just any army, we are Dad’s army.  It’s a great name for the church.

Coming back to how Mark might have started your biography, I wonder if it should go something like, The beginning of the good news about Jo Bloggs, a Son/child of God.
And the reason you need to know this more than anything is shown by Mark in the very next verse.  After all this affirmation, came a time of serious testing...

12 At once the Spirit sent him out into the desert, 
13 and he was in the desert for forty days, being tempted by Satan. He was with the wild animals, and angels attended him. 

The wonderfully encouraging voice of the Father in v.11 contrasts with the voice of someone else here - and a very tempting voice Satan has, promising us all that we need for an easy life and a ‘successful’ ministry.  Jesus would never have stood a chance in the desert if he hadn’t just come from v.11.

No sooner has Jesus resolved to fulfill his call than he is under attack.  Although Matthew and Luke mention the nature of the temptations (stones into bread and stuff), Mark didn’t want us to think that Jesus was only tempted three times - just as his whole life was good news, so was his whole life a battle against temptation.  And then there’s no chapter break (as there is in Matthew and Luke) between the voice from heaven and being led into the wilderness.  Mark says, ‘At once.’  For him the turnaround is fast and brutal - and we should to be prepared for it.

“For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms. Therefore put on the full armour of God, so that when the day of evil comes, you may be able to stand your ground.”  (Ephesians 6:12-13)

Of the two voices, which can you hear best, which shouts the loudest to you?  ‘You are my Son, whom I love,’ or, ‘Surely you of all people don’t really believe that?’

But, despite it’s hardships, the desert can be a growing place.  We often talk about bad times as ‘desert experiences’, but not all desert is bad.  Those of you who saw the ‘Big Silence’ series on BBC will know how powerful being left in a desert of silence was for people who had never before heard God speak.

Times of hardship and spiritual conflict aren’t always an unfortunate accident, they can be an integral part of God’s plan, a way of hearing his voice - and yet we shy away.  The desert was usually seen as a place of hardship and testing, but it was also a place of hope - and it might be the one place where you get to hear what you most need to hear, "You are my Son, my child, whom I love; with you I am well pleased."

A poem...

36 words of lent

I'd like to be in the desert today,

away from the clutter of expectations

unsolvable problems

irredeemable situations.

I'd like to be where it's barren

and I'm alone.

Today I'd like to be thirsty,

not drowning.
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