
Transformed by the Spirit
Genesis 1:1-5; Mark 1:9-11

November 25, 2018

Today, we come to the last in a series of messages on the 
Journey Forward process in which Mennonite Church USA is currently 
engaged. Throughout November, we have been joining many other 
congregations across the nation in using the Journey Forward 
materials in worship as a means of taking part in a conversation about
what the Mennonite Church of the 21st century will look like. 

This morning, we focus on the third of the three Renewed 
Commitments that have been identified in this process. In case you 
missed them—or don’t recall—the first two of these commitments 
were “following Jesus” and “witnessing to God’s peace.” One would 
expect that references to Jesus and to peace would be part of any 
guiding principles for Mennonites. These are at the center of who we 
are. We are followers of Jesus who understand the entire Bible 
through the lens of his life, death and resurrection. We are a historic 
peace church that has always advocated for nonviolence and non-
participation in the military.

Today, however, we find ourselves looking at what many of us 
might consider a more unexpected commitment—a commitment to 
“experience transformation.” Here’s what the working document has 
to say about this commitment: “The Holy Spirit dwells in and among 
us, transforming us to reflect God’s love. Through worship the Spirit 
gathers the body of Christ, where our diversity reveals God’s beauty. 
The Spirit empowers our communities to embody the grace, joy and 
peace of the gospel.”

What is unexpected in this commitment is the numerous 
mentions of the Holy Spirit. Traditionally, we Mennonites haven’t given
a lot of attention to the Holy Spirit. We are focused on Jesus as the 
concrete embodiment of God. His words and his example are the 
primary guide for how we seek to live our lives. We tend to be very 
practical people who like tangible guidance. And Jesus is very 
tangible. He is flesh and blood, just like us.

But the Spirit? That’s another matter entirely. Doves floating 
down from the sky.(v. 10) Tongues of flame dancing on heads.(Acts 
2:3) People speaking in languages that they don’t know or 
understand.(Acts 2:4) These are all signs of the Spirit reported in the 
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New Testament. But they are not part of our normal, every day 
experience. So we are, at best, leery about too much talk about the 
Holy Spirit. 

A quarter of a century ago, this traditional suspicion of the Holy 
Spirit was challenged by Steve Dintamon, then a professor at Eastern 
Mennonite University, in an article entitled, “The Spiritual Poverty of 
the Anabaptist Vision.” Among the provocative statements made by 
Dintamon in this ground-breaking article is this one, “Perhaps the 
major fallacy of the modern Anabaptist vision is that it has taught 
prepentecostal discipleship. Jesus’ attempts to create a new 
community in His followers, we should remind ourselves, was a 
failure. It was only when Christ’s redeeming death and resurrection 
had taken place, and His empowering presence had been poured out 
through the Holy Spirit, that fruitful apostolic ministry began to 
happen.”

Put another way, one might say that it is impossible to truly 
follow Jesus on our own—without the guidance of the Spirit in our 
lives. It is impossible to witness effectively to God’s peace without the
empowerment of the Spirit. It is impossible to live faithful lives 
without experiencing the transformational power of the Holy Spirit.

In fact, judging by our New Testament text for this morning, 
even Jesus himself needs assurance of the Spirit’s presence and 
empowerment before he begins his public ministry. Mark tells the 
story of Jesus’ baptism here in rather sparse detail. He simply notes, 
almost offhandedly, that “In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of 
Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan.”(v. 9) There's no 
indication that the two men even spoke to one another—no reason 
given why Jesus should be baptized at all—just the report that it 
happened.

Yet in this simple encounter, Mark calls to mind events that go 
back throughout the entire history of God’s people as recorded in the 
Old Testament. John is clearly identified with the great Hebrew 
prophets as “the voice of one crying out in the wilderness: 'Prepare 
the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.'”(Mark 1:3) 
Furthermore, Jesus’ journey out into the desert is reminiscent of the 
journey of the people of Israel through the wilderness with Moses in 
the lead. Just as they passed safely through the sea—wading in the 
water on their way out of slavery in Egypt and towards freedom—so 
Jesus also passes through the Jordan at the beginning of his ministry. 
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The event takes us further back than this, too.  For as Jesus 
descends into the water and comes out again, he is transported back 
before the Israelites passed through sea on dry land—back before 
even the Great Flood which only Noah and his family survived—back 
to the time “in the beginning” that we read about in our Old 
Testament text:  a time when “darkness covered the face of the 
deep”(v. 2). 

For when Jesus comes up out of the waters of baptism, the 
heavens are once again torn open just as they were in creation. And 
just as in the beginning, the voice of God calls down from above. This 
time, God declares, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well
pleased.”(v. 11)  

And along with this voice, Jesus himself sees something quite 
significant:  the Spirit of God descends on him like a dove. There is a 
clear echo here of our Old Testament reading as well. It’s not quite as 
clear in the New RSV translation where we read in Genesis that “a 
wind from God swept over the face of the waters.”(v. 2) But in both 
Hebrew (the language in which Genesis was written) and in Greek 
(the language in which Mark wrote his gospel) the words for “wind” 
and “spirit” are one and the same. So just as the Spirit of God passed
over the face of the waters at the beginning of creation, so now God's
Spirit comes down over the waters of Jesus' baptism. In Genesis, God
creates order out of the watery chaos. So also as Jesus is dunked in 
the waters of the Jordan, the new creation promised for so long is 
about to begin. The story has come full circle from the formless void 
out of which the cosmos was shaped to the fulfillment of all God's 
promises in the muddy goo of the Jordan River.

In this single, spectacular moment, all of biblical history up to 
this point is summarized. The waters of creation, the journey of the 
Israelites, the message of the prophets—all of these are bound 
together in this one event. All these stories are deeply connected to 
the story of Jesus. And we read them all today with different eyes 
because of who Jesus is and what Jesus does.

Jesus' baptism, however, is not merely an event that looks 
backwards. It also looks ahead to Jesus' ministry. The vision he has at
his baptism confirms for him that his time has come. It is time for him
to do what he is meant to do and to be who he is meant to be, time 
to begin his ministry of healing and hope, time to start proclaiming 
the Kingdom of God in both word and deed.



The voice of God affirms Jesus as the Beloved Son, calling him to
begin the work that he has been sent to do. And the Spirit settling on 
him is a confirmation of God's abiding presence with him. It is this 
Holy Spirit which informs and empowers all that Jesus says and does 
throughout his ministry over the next few years. No matter what 
happens to Jesus, the Holy Spirit is present in him and with him. 
God's Spirit will be present with Jesus during the many trials and 
tribulations he is about to face on the long and hard road that 
ultimately leads to the cross.

Yet even then the story does not end. For Jesus overcomes the 
cross, rising again on the third day to bring salvation and hope to his 
followers. Just as he descended into the Jordan and came out 
transformed and energized to begin his ministry, so also Jesus 
descends into the grave and comes out victorious. The risen savior 
empowers others to carry on his ministry by sending the Holy Spirit to
guide them, comfort them and transform them into his faithful 
followers.

The baptism of Jesus thus connects his story not only to the 
story of John and to all who have come before him, it also connects 
the story of Jesus to all those who follow after him—to us. All of us 
who have been baptized have had our stories connected to the story 
of Jesus. And if Jesus himself needed to receive the Spirit of God 
before he was ready to begin his public ministry, how on earth could 
we imagine that we are any less in need of that same transforming 
Spirit? Yet there is still a sense of resistance to the Spirit among many
of us.

Part of the reason that we may be less open to the Spirit is that 
“transformation” is really just a fancy word for “change.” And most of 
us tend to resist change. As the materials for planning this worship 
series put it, “Transformation is rarely smooth, simple or easy. 
Transformation is often disruptive.” The fact is that most of us are not 
looking for our lives to be disrupted.

When we do talk about the Spirit—or sing about the Spirit—we 
tend to do so in much calmer terms. Just look at the hymns we’ve 
sung this morning: “Come, gracious Spirit, heav’nly Dove, with light 
and comfort from above.” We probably feel a lot more comfortable 
singing that than we do the line in the second verse that declares, 
“Plant holy fear in ev’ry heart, that we from God may ne’er depart.” 
Likewise, the song we opened with this morning begins with the 



simple invitation, “Come, Holy Spirit.” Most of the verses draw on 
similarly safe images: “Come, Breath of Heaven.” Come, Word of 
Mercy.” “Come to unite us.” But if you were paying attention, you 
might have been a bit surprised when we got to verse seven, and 
found it a bit harder to sing, “Come to disturb us.” 

All of these are indeed solid biblical images of the Holy Spirit. 
There are a number of times that Jesus speaks of the Holy Spirit as 
the “Comforter” or “Helper” or  “Advocate,” depending on the 
translation you read.(John 14:26; 15:26; 16:7) 

But the images of the Spirit in our texts today are much more 
disturbing, more disruptive, even—dare I say—more violent in nature.
Mark tells us that the heavens are “torn apart.” This is not a simple 
opening of a window into the heavenly realms. It is a rending of the 
very fabric of the universe that separates the physical world from the 
spiritual domain. It is a momentary undoing of the order that God 
imposes on cosmic chaos in Genesis 1. This suggests that the Spirit 
does not come down in a gentle descent to lightly rest on Jesus. One 
commentator proposes that perhaps it is more like a dive-bombing 
bird swooping down to protect her young. 

Likewise, we may like to think of the wind in Genesis as a gentle 
summer breeze. But perhaps it was more like a major hurricane-force
storm that drove back the forces of disorder and brought the universe
into being. According to current scientific theory, within the first 
second of the Big Bang, all four of the fundamental forces of the 
universe came into being, along with all the quarks, electrons, 
protons and neutrons that make up virtually all the matter in the 
entire cosmos. That would have been an incredible release of energy, 
far beyond anything that we can measure or even imagine.

So to think of the Holy Spirit only in terms that are gentle and 
comforting is a gross misrepresentation of exactly what the Spirit is 
all about. It is perhaps worth noting that the first thing the Spirit does
after descending on Jesus at his baptism is to drive him out into the 
wilderness where he spends forty days with the wild beasts, being 
tempted by Satan.(Mark 1:12-13) From there, he goes on to begin his
ministry: calling disciples, healing the sick and preaching the good 
news of God’s Kingdom. And all along the way, the Spirit is with him, 
directing and empowering his ministry—compelling him to act in many
ways that run counter to the accepted norms of the day. As noted in 
the materials we used in preparing this worship series, “Jesus’ 
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baptism by the Spirit sent him forth to interrupt ‘religion as usual,’ to 
challenge established religious authority and ‘turn the world upside 
down.’”

As followers of Jesus seeking to witness to God’s peace, we too 
need the direction and the empowerment of the Holy Spirit. Our 
Confession of Faith in a Mennonite Perspective puts it this way, “As a 
dwelling place of the Holy Spirit, the church praises and worships God
and brings forth the fruit of the Spirit. By the gifts of the Holy Spirit, 
all Christians are called to carry out their particular ministries. By the 
guidance of the Holy Spirit, the church comes to unity in doctrine and 
action. By the power of the Holy Spirit, the church preaches, teaches, 
testifies, heals, loves, and suffers, following the example of Jesus its 
Lord.”

Following Jesus is indeed a high calling. And we cannot begin to 
do it without the power of the Holy Spirit. We cannot begin to bear 
witness to the peace of God without working on making peace with 
our neighbors and with ourselves. We cannot begin to bring change to
the world without being willing to change ourselves. And all of these 
things require that presence and the power of the Holy Spirit with us.

Thankfully the Spirit that was present in creation is still available 
to us today. That same Spirit is constantly present–creating and 
calling new works into being even within us. The Spirit that affirmed 
Jesus as God’s beloved Son affirms each of us as well, knowing us 
each as beloved children of the Divine. As we submit ourselves to the 
God revealed to us through the great acts of creation and incarnation,
God’s Spirit transforms us personally and collectively to be who God 
wants us to be.

This Spirit that hovered at creation and that descended on Jesus 
at his baptism is still moving among us. The Spirit that empowered 
Jesus' ministry and enlivened him even after the horror of the cross is
still available to energize and transform us. The Spirit is still at work 
shaping our stories into God's story if we only let her. 

The journey of God’s people is indeed a long and complicated 
one. It flows from the swirling waters of creation to the great sea 
traversed by the children of Israel to the River Jordan where Jesus 
met John and all the way down to the muddy banks of the Kaw that 
runs past our own city. And we are invited to join the current. We are 
invited to journey with Jesus and all the saints throughout history 
towards our true home in the Reign of God.
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As we Journey Forward individually and collectively as Manhattan
Mennonite Church, we do so in an attempt to faithfully follow Jesus, 
to effectively witness to God’s peace, and to experience the 
transformation of the Spirit. Along this journey, God’s Holy Spirit 
disturbs and directs us, comforts and confronts us, troubles and 
transforms us, but never, ever abandons or forsakes us.


