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Sermon for Synod Assembly: “Water and Witness” 
Isaiah 43:1-3a, 16-21 and Matthew 3:13 – 4:1 
May 31, 2026 
 
Let’s go down to the river this morning.  In the deep South there are churches that 
regularly hold baptism services in rivers and bayous and lakes.  In Monroe, Louisiana, a 
certain spot in the Ouachita River at the foot of Pine Street has been used in this way 
for generations.  The elder church members call it the "the old burying ground," an 
appropriate name for a place of baptism, where the old self is buried, where sins are 
washed away, and where the baptized find new life. 

 
Just before the service, the church mothers help the baptismal candidates dress in 
special robes.  Then one or two of the deacons wade out into the water with stakes to 
poke the river bottom for a safe spot where the water is not too deep or too dangerous, 
about waist-high.  (I imagine they also have to scare off a few snakes and other critters.)   
After they’ve identified the best location, the deacons will push three stakes into the 
river bottom to signify the Trinity.  The people then gather at the river, and the service 
begins. 

 
I wonder sometimes if we have domesticated baptism too much.  Over time the 
baptismal garments have become more ornate, with waterfalls of lace cascading off the 
newborn’s tiny, wriggly body.  We’ve taken whole rivers and reduced them to three 
dainty handfuls of water.  It all seems so…safe…so Instagram worthy. 
 
Now let’s be clear.  God brings the promises of forgiveness and eternal life whether we 
show up with a thimble full of a water or an ocean.  God can work with any amount of 
ordinary stuff in those sacraments of overflowing grace. 
 
But when the rite itself is so contained and cozy, we can forget that baptism does not 
come with a guarantee that life will be easy.  God is well aware that we will experience 
seasons that feel overwhelming.  Isaiah speaks a word of truth from the Lord: “When 
you pass through the waters, I will be with you, and through the rivers, they shall not 
overwhelm you; when you walk through fire you shall not be burned, and the flame shall 
not consume you.” 
 
God does not say that there will never be rising waters or dangerous fire.  God says 
instead: “I will be with you.”  Sometimes those floods and fires are literal, and 
sometimes they are images for all the other things that threaten us: the conflicts and 
confusion, the diagnoses and despair, the financial pressures, the fear for our children, 
the grief, the worry that wakes us up in the middle of the night and refuses to let us go 
back to sleep.  In all of those moments – in every moment – God is with us. 
 
Sometimes it’s our very baptisms that lead us to those hard places.  In today’s gospel, 
after the fulfilling of all righteousness and the heavens opening and a dove descending 
and the voice naming Jesus as Beloved – after all of that comes this sentence: “Then 
Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tested by the devil.”  A pastor 
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mentor of mine has always enjoyed reminding people that baptism doesn’t keep us from 
evil.  In fact, sometimes baptism hastens our encounter with evil.  When we proclaim 
the good news, when we follow the example of Jesus Christ, when we strive for justice 
and peace in all the earth, we will run headlong into the forces of evil that are loose in 
this world.  And it is in those moments that God keeps saying over and over: “I have 
called you by name.  You are mine.” 
 
God calls each of us by name.  God calls each of us beloved.  And God also calls us 
together to be beloved community for and with each other. I invite you to take a look at 
the painting on the screen, which you can also see on the bookmarks that are on your 
tables for you to take home today.  This painting by John August Swanson is titled “The 
River.”  The artist describes how communities are formed around rivers.  You can see 
that reflected in the painting – the crops being watered, the sheep being fed, the people 
bathing and swimming and collecting water in jars and washing clothes.  All of the 
ordinary tasks of life drawing the community to the river. 
 
And at the bottom of the painting, there in the foreground, we see Jesus being baptized, 
the dove descending.  We can hear the voice: “This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom 
I am well pleased.” 
 
Down there at the river – or wherever we encounter water - God claims us as beloved 
children and forms us as beloved community.  But we don’t stay at the water’s edge.  
We risk venturing out into the world to bear witness to this love that crosses every 
boundary, forgives every wrong, and does not let us go.   
 
We head out to care for the beauty of creation, reflected in every rock and tree and 
flower and in the image of God we see in the face of every neighbor.  We make sure 
people know that no one – no one - is beyond the love of God.  We do all this not 
because it is safe, but because it is sacred. 
 
Water and witness.  Water and witness mark the rhythms of our lives as Christians – 
gathering around the font to remember whose we are and then going out to tell about it 
and then returning again to the water.  Water marks us. Witness moves us. 
 
Friend of the Synod, Dr. Eric Barreto, describes witness in this way: “Witness is an act 
of trust in a God who sends us to see and tell of all the things God has been doing all 
along.  It is also an act of trust that God will be present in places [we] have never been 
and among people not [our] own.  It is an act of trust that the stories our neighbors tell 
are true, reliable, transformative. 
 
Today we will hear and share stories of what God has been up to all along and how that 
is showing up in the New Jersey Synod.  I give thanks that we will receive those stories 
as true and transformative. 
 
You’ll see that there are bowls of water in the middle of your table.  The water keeps 
telling us the story of how God forms beloved community each time we gather as the 
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New Jersey Synod.  Take some time right now to mark your forehead with a cross of 
water.  Let the water remind you of the cross that is always there – invisible but 
indelible. 
 
I notice that most of you made that sign of the cross with appropriate reverence, and I 
appreciate that.  But I once watched a kid plunge his hand into the font and smear water 
all over his face.  There’s something about that witness too.  He wasn’t afraid. He wasn’t 
cautious.  He wasn’t worried about what other people thought.  He just plunged into 
God’s grace in all its abundance, freed by a God who says: “I have called you by name.  
You are mine.”  Amen. 
 
S.D.G. - The Rev. Dr. Christa M. Compton, Bishop, New Jersey Synod 
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