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Sermon by The Reverend Mark Munn 

Preached on Sunday, 09 January 2022 (Baptism of Christ Year C) 

At the Parish of Saint Martin’s Anglican Church in North Vancouver 

Gospel Text: Luke 3:5-17, 21-22 

 

 

In Jewish scripture, armies are compared to locusts, advancing, rank 

upon rank, gnawing, swarming, creeping and stripping.  The locust 

armies of Egypt and Babylon, Persia and Greece poured into Judea, and 

each took their turn - each more terrible than the last.  But there was a 

fifth locust army.  Different from all the rest.  A swarm that would 

devour the whole earth.  Trampling it down and crushing it for a 

thousand years. These locusts came in chariots and garrisons belonging 

to the “holy” Roman Empire.   

 

Life was terror if you were a Jewish peasant at this time.  The Roman 

Empire imposed complete economic control over your life and your 

nation.  Did you know, for example, that 220,000 tonnes of grain were 

sent to Rome each and every year?  Of course they were called locusts.  

Their ravaging appetite meant that maybe one of out of every three 

people were starving in the streets.  But that was accepted justice in 

Rome - after all, the gods favour the powerful.  And what power.  More 

than 6,000 rebel slaves under Spartacus were crucified in a single day 

on a road to Rome.   

 

Jesus was born in what was one of the worst times to be alive if you 

were a Jewish peasant.   
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Our Gospel today begins with John the Baptist.  Who was said at the 

time, to eat locusts and honey in the desert.  Locusts!   The Baptist 

consumed the insatiable consumers, a potent revolutionary symbol, if 

you were a Jew. 

 

If you were a Jew you belonged to a people who were said to be 

descendants of slaves.  Slaves who had crossed the River Jordan as a 

band of starving men and women and children, and emerged from that 

water as a new people, as the Jewish people, chosen by God.  A 

peculiar people, like their peculiar God, governed by perhaps a uniquely 

radical Jewish ethic which placed the widow and the orphan on equal 

standing with Kings and Queens.  

 

As a Jew, your slave descendants had crossed the River Jordan and 

emerged as a blessed and just people.  As a follower of John the 

Baptist, you too would approach the River Jordan as a slave, but this 

time a slave to Caesar.  And you too would enter the water.  And you 

too would wash away your slave identity.  And you too would emerge 

and enter your promised land.  And you too would soon see God upend 

the world - so that the widow and the orphan were holy and blessed 

again.  So that your nation could be a blessing to the world. 

 

What a proud and powerful thing to do, to be baptized by John.  The 

faith and confidence you must have had in this prophet John, and in the 

inherent justice of the world, and in the crowds around you doing the 

same in obedience and love for your loving God.  What faith you had in 
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the coming revolution!  In this person, John, who might be the Messiah 

– the initiator of the great divine clean up of the world! 

 

Empires don’t like this kind of stuff.  In the verses omitted by the 

lectionary today in our scripture, verses 18-20, John the Baptist is 

arrested by Herod.  Soon his head will be served on a platter to the 

Roman Imperial ruler.   A quick, degrading end to that revolution. 

 

His execution by occupying imperial forces will come as a terrible shock 

to his followers - it must have been a terrible time of darkness and 

despair. 

 

Jesus was very likely one of John’s followers, and he has gone into the 

Judean desert to be baptized.  There in the desert, hearing that John 

has been arrested and will be killed, the whole of Jewish history must 

have collapsed around him and all the people he was with; the whole 

apocalyptic project, dependent upon God’s violent intervention in 

history, went to pieces.  All their efforts were for naught.  It turned out 

that Rome can crush anybody, that God’s coming apocalyptic 

revolution of the world had been broken by the earthly power of the 

locusts.  In short, Jesus and the others he is to be baptized with have 

what must have been in a terrible time of darkness and despair. 
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Almost 2000 years later, the indigenous peoples of South Africa knew 

exactly this kind of darkness and despair.  For 300 years, life was a 

terror if you were an indigenous South African.  Your fertile land had 

been stripped and stolen you’re your ancestors.  Your way of life was 

controlled and dominated by occupying white settlers.  You had no 

vote.  You had no control over the welfare of your children.  You were 

spat on and despised by many white people.  You and your parents and 

your children were told you were too stupid or too criminal to fly 

airplanes or work as doctors or to participate in government.  White 

settlers used Christian scripture to justify their racism.  Theirs was not 

just a political oppression, but a religious and spiritual one. Desmond 

Tutu lived 63 years under this terrible darkness and despair.  As did his 

parents.  And his parents parents.  And so on going back generations.  

The oppression was so complete that people like Desmond Tutu even 

oppressed themselves.  Tutu recounts in a recent interview the first 

time he boarded a flight to go to a World Council of Churches meeting 

to discover the two pilots were black.  They hit very rough turbulence, 

and in Tutu’s head, he asked “are these two black boys really up to this 

task?”  A thought which immediately filled him with shame. 

 

Maybe we too know a little about dark times.  My childhood felt 

optimistic.  We were going to solve the climate crisis.  The Cold War 

was ending.  World peace was a realistic possibility - and nuclear 

disarmament was openly discussed by world leaders.  The Canadian 

political system ensured universal health care, and we were promised 

increasing economic wellbeing for all.  And then that plane crashed into 

that New York skyscraper, and it all fell apart.  21 years later I really 
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question where we are going.  When are we going to stop polluting the 

planet?  When are we going to stop killing each other?  When did we 

start torturing people?  When will people stop having to live on the 

streets?  When are the poor going to get richer?  When will racial 

minorities experience a life as whites do?  When will we stop treating 

women as objects for sexual desire or humiliating criticism?  When did 

America start electing white supremicists to the White House and 

tolerate Nazi thugs in the street?  This was supposed to have been fixed 

by now.  But the opposite has happened. 

 

Maybe you yourself are in a time of darkness and despair.  All around 

us people are suffering through a pandemic that daily threatens our 

health and our lives, particularly for vulnerable people.  Maybe you’ve 

been forcibly laid off or fired – which is an excruciating, crucifying 

experience.  Or you find that you are in conflict with the people who 

are supposed to love you.  Perhaps you are facing your own mortality.  

Or someone you know is at great risk.  Or you have lost something or 

someone great.  Or you have some responsibility that is overwhelming 

and unbareable.  And all feels dark and hopeless. 

 

 

 

It’s here, in this time of darkness, that our Gospel begins.   
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John is arrested.  It seems as though the evil Empire has won.  There, 

alone in the Judean desert next to the River Jordan, Jesus and John’s 

other followers must be overwhelmed by darkness and the reality of 

the world.  Like Tutu, some of them have probably turned on 

themselves, on their Jewishness or their poorness or their lack of 

sophistication.  When something brilliant happens.   

 

God acts first.   

 

A voice comes down from heaven, saying “‘You are my Son, the 

Beloved; with you I am well pleased.”    “You are my Son, the Beloved; 

with you I am well pleased.” 

 

Notice that Jesus has done nothing yet.  He has yet to travel the 

country preached to the crowds.  He hasn’t healed the sick.  He hasn’t 

eaten with the poor.  He hasn’t touched and healed the lepers.  He 

hasn’t taken up the cross.  He has done nothing to deserve this.  Which 

is the whole point.  Before Jesus can do anything, God steps in and let’s 

Jesus know who he is, and to whom he belongs. “You are my Son, the 

Beloved; with you I am well pleased.” 

 

This is a revolutionary moment.  For Jesus, and for the world.  This is 

the dynamite that will blow up an empire, and every empire since.   
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Archbishop Desmond Tutu had a similar experience to the one Jesus 

has in the River Jordan, one that gives us a glimpse into how this is so 

revolutionary.   

 

For Archbishop Tutu, God spoke through the Bible.  He says QUOTE  

 

“[I realized that] the Bible could be such dynamite. I… used to say if 

these white people had intended keeping us under they shouldn’t have 

given us the Bible. Because, whoa, I mean, it’s almost as if it is written 

specifically just for your situation. 

 

When you discover that apartheid sought to mislead people into 

believing that what gave value to human beings was a biological 

irrelevance, really, skin color or ethnicity, and you saw how the 

scriptures say it is because we are created in the image of God, that 

each one of us is a God-carrier. No matter what our physical 

circumstances may be, no matter how awful, no matter how deprived 

you could be, it doesn’t take away from you this intrinsic worth. One 

saw just how significant it was.  

 

Although I was a bishop, I was working now for the Southern Council of 

Churches and had a small parish in Soweto. Most of my parishioners 

were domestic workers, not people who are very well educated. But I 

would say to them, “You know, mama, when they ask who are you” — 

you see, the white employer most frequently didn’t use the person’s 

name. They said the person’s name was too difficult. And so most 

Africans, women would be called “Annie” and most black men really, 
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you were “boy.” And I would say to them, “When they ask who are you, 

you say, ‘Me? I’m a God-carrier. I’m God’s partner. I’m created in the 

image of God.'” And you could see those dear old ladies as they walked 

out of church on that occasion as if they were on cloud nine. You know, 

they walked with their backs slightly straighter. And… it was 

amazing.”… End Quote. 

 

Archbishop Tutu, and the dear old ladies in his church, received the 

same message that Jesus did at his Baptism.  They heard God saying 

that they were God’s children.  They were God’s Beloved.  With them 

God was well pleased.  

 

 

 

 

Notice that Jesus is not the only one baptized that day.  Notice that the 

Gospel says that all the people are baptized with him.  Which means we 

are baptized with Christ.   

 

And this means that this voice from heavens is speaking to us too.  In 

fact, this becomes Jesus’ radical message.  You are the child of God.  

Which is the corollary of saying God our Father.   

 

But do you hear it?  If you’re anything like me, you have a really hard 

time hearing it, or believing it.  I haven’t done anything comparable to 

Jesus.  Or even anything comparable to many of my neighbours.  I’ve 

been unkind to others.  I’ve been selfish in all kinds of ways.  I’ve failed 
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my calling more times that I can count.  You might have a similar 

dialogue in your head.  Telling you that you’re an idiot.  You’re fat.  

You’re old.  You’re young.  Too skinny.  Too abrasive.  Not assertive 

enough.  You gossip too much.  Too lazy.  Unloveable.  Like Desmond 

Tutu, you might have some bias against yourself.   

 

The thing is, and I say this as kindly as possible, you’re getting in the 

way.  Because there is a gentle loving message that God is trying to give 

to you.  God is saying to you.  You are my Child.  You are Beloved.  I am 

pleased with you. 

 

You are God’s child.  You are Beloved.  God is pleased with you. 

 

If you have any homework to do this week, when you go home, it’s to 

repeat that until you can really hear it.  If you take it seriously, you 

might object that God does not love you, or that God does not love all 

of you.  But that’s your own stuff getting in the way of a divine 

message.  You better jettison that crap.  Because God is telling you.  

You are my child.  You are Beloved.  With you I am well pleased.  

 

 

 

 

This must be a revolutionary thing for Jesus to hear, personally.  It’s 

Good news for Jesus.  And, he knows, in that moment, that if it’s true 

for him, it must be true for all of God’s people.  For all of humanity.  

And if that’s the case, things have to change.  He can’t consume the 
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locusts because the Romans too are sacred.  And in the weeks to come 

we will learn what else it means to proclaim that every person is 

sacred.  Jesus will show us how that is revolutionary for the world.  How 

it gets Jesus, a revolutionary killed, and how Jesus remains victorious.   

 

 

 

 

Most often I think of Jesus as a white guy in a white gown.  That’s partly 

because I’m white.  And it’s partly because so many of our church 

pictures from childhood, and in our stained glass windows tell us that is 

who Jesus is.   

 

But I offer up another image of Jesus today.  It’s the image of 

Archbishop Tutu in his purple garb, dancing on a stage with the widest 

grin you’ve ever seen on a man!  Joyful and cheeky and free!  Filled 

with the good news that he is God’s son.  He is the Beloved.  In him God 

is pleased!   Your job this week is to join him on that stage.  Joyful and 

cheeky.  Knowing, in your heart of hearts, that you are Beloved and 

Free! 
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