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March 13, 2016 

1 Corinthians 15:12-22 

Joshua 3:3-5, 14-17   Crossing over Jordan 

 

It was the moment the people of Israel had been waiting for. They were 

on the banks of the river Jordan and on the other side was the Promised 

Land. It had taken a long time to get here. Forty years. Forty years of 

wandering in the wilderness. Forty years since escaping the slavery of 

Egypt. And now just across the Jordan River was the Promised Land. 

Just across the Jordan and they finally would be home. It was the 

moment they had been waiting for. It’s the moment that we are waiting 

for too. That moment when we will reach our Promised Land. The 

moment at the end of our lives, when we will cross over Jordan to be at 

home with God.  

Today, we are thinking about how the waters of baptism are also the 

waters of the river Jordan. They are the boundary waters. The waters on 

the border of transition and change. The waters in which we die to an old 

life to be raised up to a new life. Where we are at home with God. In the 

waters of baptism, we practice letting go and leaving behind. Preparing 

for that final day, when we will depart for our Promised Land. In these 
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waters of baptism, we aim our lives toward that day when we will cross 

over Jordan. We will die and we will be reborn. 

In Baptism, we proclaim that we will die and we have died already with 

Christ. Death is part of our spiritual journey. But it is not always easy to 

live with our dying. I remember in college I took a class on death and 

dying. And we had assignments like planning our funeral and designing 

our headstone and documenting how our relatives died. We visited 

cemeteries and read books about the process of dying and the emotions 

of dying and the difficult and depressing ways of dying in hospitals and 

nursing homes. Death was on my mind a lot in those days. And my 

friends said to me, “Mary, we can’t wait for you to be done with this 

death class. You are no fun at all. Everything you talk about is 

depressing.” And I have to admit, that was probably true. It was hard to 

live with death and I was glad when the class was over. 

It’s hard to live with death and dying. It’s painful and scary and we 

would rather not think about it. So, we do what many people do, we 

ignore it. We dismiss it. We mock it. We deny it will happen. We skip 

over the death and the leaving and the letting go. But in doing so, we 
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deny a powerful part of who we are as Christians. We deny the 

spiritually necessity of death and the death we are called to in Jesus 

Christ. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, a German minister who stood up to Hitler 

and was killed for doing so, wrote: “When Christ calls someone, he bids 

him come and die.” Come and die. Take up your cross and follow me. 

Dying is part of our living in Christ. It is part of who we are. 

So how do we live with our dying? How do we as followers of Christ 

take that spiritually necessary journey? How do we aim our lives toward 

the Jordan river and crossing into the Promised Land? In our baptism, 

we remember that Christ bids us come and die. Every day. To follow 

him and to let go of this life habitually, continually. Together we 

practice that dying in three ways. First, we let go of our possessions. 

Second, we let go of our kingdoms. And third, we let go of ourselves. 

First, we prepare by letting go of our possessions. We die to all the stuff 

of life. All the things we are told we should accumulate. And that is 

probably the one of the most counter-cultural things we are called to do. 

Because that’s what we do as human beings. We accumulate stuff. We 

acquire possessions. We look around and that seems to be what life is 
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about. It’s ALL about what we have. And more and more, it defines who 

we are and why we are. Stuff gives us value and meaning. But that’s not 

what God says. God says that we have value and meaning because God 

made us. And so do others. They are valuable and they have meaning 

because they are made in the image of God. It’s interesting that two of 

the Ten Commandments about our problem with acquiring stuff. Two 

commandments, not just one, are about not coveting, not chasing after 

more and more and more. Because according to God, that’s not what life 

is about. That’s not what love is about. In our baptism, we die to that. 

We leave behind that way of being in the world. Because we will have to 

leave it behind when we cross over Jordan. When we die, we have to let 

go of our stuff.  

I’ve found that the best reality check for my need to acquire stuff is to go 

to an auction. Seriously. Go to an estate auction. And there you see 

someone’s life stacked up in boxes in a cinderblock room with 

fluorescent lights. First they auction off the nice cherry furniture. And 

then they start selling the collectibles piece by piece. $2, 2 ½, $3, now 

who will give me 3 ½, 3 ½? And then the box lots for a dollar. When 
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I’m at an auction like that, all I can think is, this will be my life one day. 

All the stuff I acquired, that was so important to me will end up in a box 

at an auction. 

In our baptism, we die to a life of stuff. We die to desiring stuff and 

chasing after stuff. Because stuff is not the goal of our life. A house full 

of stuff is not our Promised Land. Our destination is life with God. Our 

destiny is love and joy and peace. And we can have a foretaste of that 

now, if we live as if this life is not all there is. I know I need to be 

reminded of that a lot. Frequently. Maybe you do too. So how can we 

help each other live a new life in Christ instead of an old life of 

possessions? 

We let go of a life of acquiring more and more. And we also let go of 

our kingdoms. Now our kingdoms are the places in life where we have a 

bit of territory; where we have gained control, some turf. It’s our little 

bit of land. Our little bit of recognition. Our successful business or 

organization. Our name on a building or a project or a company 

letterhead. Our kingdom is what gives us a sense of power and 

influence. 
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The other day, I was watching a TV show about ancient Greece with my 

oldest son and they were showing the ruins of great temples and my son 

asked what they were and I said that they were buildings that people had 

built long ago. “Well, why aren’t they buildings now?” he asked. Well, I 

said, because that was a long, long time ago and people just stopped use 

them. “But why did they stop using them?” Well, maybe because the 

people changed or the cities changed. And it was a long, long time ago. 

“But they were so big…” Yeah, I said, I guess it just stopped being big. 

No matter how important or big our lives are, they will stop being big.  

All the kingdoms that have been carved out in the world will disappear. 

It doesn’t stop us from wanting to have a kingdom. It doesn’t stop us 

from wanting to be important and influential, especially when we tell 

ourselves we would use it all for good. And that’s how the devil tempted 

Jesus. He showed him all the kingdoms of the world and he said, 

“Worship me and all of these can be yours.” And maybe for a second 

Jesus thought, “If those kingdoms were mine, boy, I would really do 

something. I would set things straight. I would make things right. If I 

had power, if these kingdoms were mine, think of what I could do.” But 



7 
 

the moment passes. Because Jesus knows that’s not what God’s 

kingdom is like. “Away with you, Satan, Jesus says. Worship God and 

serve God only.” 

In baptism, we let go of our kingdoms. When I was studying in 

Scotland, I attended a large Presbyterian church in Edinburgh. It was a 

huge stone church. But every Sunday there were only about 20 people 

there. Over the years, the church had declined and THIS church was 

actually what was left of three big churches. Each one had sold off its 

building and its church hall. Each one had had to let go of its pews and 

carpets and stained glass windows, all of the traditions that had been so 

important. All of the important things they had done. Each Sunday, 20 or 

so of the remaining gathered, knowing that they had no kingdom and all 

there was to do was worship God. One day all of our kingdoms on earth 

will be gone. And that will be true of our church kingdoms as well. So 

what if the church acted like that? What if we worked not to build our 

own kingdom? What if we worked not just to enlarge our territory or our 

membership or our power and influence in the world, but instead we 

worshiped God? What if we let go of our kingdom here and focused on 
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the Kingdom that is to come? Instead of trying to be the biggest or the 

best, we go with Jesus and serve the least and the last? 

In our baptism, we let go of our kingdoms. We let go of our possessions. 

And finally, we let go of ourselves. We let go of our need to prove 

ourselves. We let go of our quest to be enough or do enough. Because in 

Jesus we are enough. I worked at a church camp, Camp Okoboji, when I 

was in college. It was a church camp that I had attended as a kid. And it 

had that special magic because it was where I felt loved and accepted. In 

spite of being weird. It was the place I learned to get over myself and see 

my life as part of something much bigger. When I got older I worked 

there.  

Many years later, I got to go back when I visited my parents in Iowa. 

And the camp had changed a lot. The buildings had been remodeled. 

There was a big, new conference center. It was the place I remembered, 

but it wasn’t the place I remembered at all. In the old chapel building, I 

found a photo album. And in the album, I found three or four pictures of 

myself as a counselor doing a funny skit. Three or four pictures. That 

was all. In the history of the camp, my part was so, so small. And yet 
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that’s how it works in the Kingdom of God. Jesus said, “whoever wishes 

to be great must be a servant; (Mark 10:43) and whoever loses their life 

for my sake will find it.” (Matt 16:26) 

In our baptism, we die to ourselves. We die to that self-obsession. To 

that life of pre-occupation in which we worry over our mistakes. And we 

fret about what others think or what God thinks. We worry that we are 

not enough, that we have not done enough. In baptism, we let go of the 

anxiety that we are not lovable and we put our trust in a God who loves 

us more than we imagine. We let go of trying to prove ourselves because 

Jesus proves God’s grace is bigger than our grace. Things are not up to 

us. We are not on our own. We are part of something much, much 

bigger. A small piece of a God’s magnificent eternal mosaic. God is 

God, we realize, and we are not. In our baptism, we die to a life that is 

just as big as you or me. And we are reborn into a new creation in which 

we abide in God’s great goodness. 

In our baptism, we cross over Jordan. We leave behind our old lives. We 

leave behind our possessions. We leave behind our kingdoms. We leave 

behind our loneliness and our brokenness and our fears and worries. One 
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day we will cross over Jordan and we will reach the promised land and 

we will be at home with God. 


