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“He guides the humble in doing right and teaches his way to the 
lowly.” 
 
+In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy 
Spirit.  
 
I know that some of you have been reading the Gospel of Mark 
as part of the Good Book Club. So, you might be especially 
attuned to the fact that this is the second time in only a few 
weeks that we have read Mark’s account of Jesus of Baptism. 
The rest of you will just have to bear with me while I make a 
slightly geeky—but important—observation. 
 
When we read Mark’s account of the Baptism of Christ as part 
of our worship back on January 10th, the focus was very much 
on revelation: the voice sounds from heaven, the dove descends, 
and Jesus is marked out as special: the beloved Son of God. 
Those of us who share in Christ’s baptism all share in that 
specialness. We are blessed! We are chosen by God to be in 
special relationship with God, and to share God’s work in the 
World.  
 
Today, at the start of Lent, we return to Mark’s account of Jesus’ 
Baptism -  but we read a little further. Immediately after his 
Baptism, Jesus finds himself driven into the wilderness, and 
tempted. The feeling of specialness, of chosen-ness, and the 
feeling of temptation, these are linked. 
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The temptation to count our blessings as evidence of our 
superiority is something we come up against again and again. 
We’ve all seen the child who boasts to other children about how 
their bike, their clothes, or their toys are better than the other 
children’s – as though having better toys makes them a better a 
child. In adulthood, we’re more subtle. But we still fall into 
judging our own value and the value of others in relation to our 
comparative intelligence, looks, health, and wealth. We confuse 
the blessings of privilege with actual superiority.  
 
To know ourselves to be special—to know ourselves as 
blessed—can feel overwhelming. And it is all too easy to forget 
that the specialness of the Christian vocation rests in relationship 
with God, and sharing in God’s work. Instead, we can fall into 
the temptation of simply seeing ourselves as special 
 
In our reading from Genesis today, we should see the 
counterbalance to that temptation. God repeats himself over and 
over that his covenant is with the whole earth, that his blessing 
extends to all flesh, that there is no part of creation that he 
doesn’t bless.  
 
In those forty days between Jesus’ baptism and the beginning of 
his ministry, the powers of evil tempt Jesus, seeking to convince 
him to misconstrue his specialness as the entitlement to use his 
power for whatever he wants, and to use the World’s resources 
to his own personal ends. The Beloved, Son of God resists those 
temptations—and rather than exploiting his equality with God—
Jesus works to bless all creation by bringing about God’s 
reign—and he becomes obedient to the point of death—even 
death on a cross. 
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But sadly, the History of the Church is full of stories in which 
Christians—and especially White Christians—have 
misconstrued the specialness of being called by God. Rather 
than focusing on the special work that God has given us to do—
work that takes place in our imitation of Christ and within the 
covenant that God has made with the whole earth—we can 
become caught up in a sinful sense of entitlement. 
 
Nowhere is that more obvious than in the History of slavery in 
the United States. When the slave trade first began to forcibly 
bring Africans to the American colonies, the justification that 
was given was that the slaves would become Christians, and that 
slavery would spread the Gospel.  
 
But the problem was that ancient English laws didn’t allow 
Christians to own other Christians as slaves. So many thought it 
simply wasn’t as economically attractive for black enslaved 
persons to become Christians.  
 
For the colonists, the ideas of being white and being Christian 
merged into one—and the idea of being Black merged with the 
idea of being heathen.  
 
Planters went to great efforts to try and stop missionaries 
preaching the Gospel to their slaves. In Maryland, a law was 
passed to instruct slave traders to ensure that slaves weren’t 
baptized. Eventually, compromises were reached. Missionaries 
could preach to slaves but only from some parts of the Bible, 
and enslaved people wouldn’t be taught to read the Bible for 
themselves.  
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And then there were laws passed to clarify that if an enslaved 
person converted to Christianity then they actually remained a 
slave. The reasoning was that they owed the good fortune of 
their conversion to their owners. 
 
In Virginia, the question arose about the children born to 
enslaved converts to Christianity. Some argued that children 
born of Christians couldn’t possibly be owned as slaves. The 
response of slave holders was to pass a law saying that the 
children of Christian marriage were free persons. But they also 
passed another law to prevent clergy from presiding over the 
marriages of Christian slaves. The children of enslaved people 
were legally declared to be illegitimate, and not Christians.  
 
The colonists understood that they—like Christ—were the 
beloved Children of God. They understood that the baptism they 
shared with Christ was a gift. But that very sense of specialness 
became a temptation for them. They believed it made them 
fundamentally better than other people; they believed being 
Christians meant they could exploit non-Christians. And then—
by defining black people as non-Christians—they used them for 
their own advantage.  
 
That idea that White Christian colonists invented, the idea that 
Christianity is White, still lives on in America today. We see it 
in the burnings of predominantly black churches. And we saw it 
very clearly last year, when Donald Trump—while condemning 
the Black Lives Matter Movement—went and stood in front of a 
Church and held up the Bible.  
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During Lent we contemplate our sin in the light of God’s love, a 
love that blesses all creation. At St Luke’s we have decided to 
focus particularly our sins in relation to the structures of racism 
and white supremacy. Part of that work requires that white 
people are honest about our power and privilege, that we look at 
it head on. Jesus responds to his baptism, and the revelation of 
his own power and privilege by fleeing into the wilderness and 
facing the temptations. We must do the same if we are to join 
Him in the work of Building the Kingdom of God.  
 
 


