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Gathering Music                Andrew Poaps  
 
Acknowledgement of Traditional Territory    
For thousands of years, First Nations people have walked on this land.  Their 
relationship with the land is at the centre of their lives and spirituality.  We 
acknowledge that we are gathered on the traditional territory of the Ojibway and 
Haudenosaunee and give thanks for their stewardship of this land throughout the 
ages. 
 
Welcome                                                     Rev. Judy Bowman 
 
Let us prepare our hearts and minds for worship… 
 
Lighting the Christ Candle (Andrew’s choice) 
    
Call to Worship   
God said, “Let there be light.” 
And there was light. 
God said, “Let there be a dome to separate the waters.” 
And there was sky. 
God said, “Let there be land and earth and vegetation!” 
And there were all manner of trees and fruits. 
Come and worship the God who speaks the words of creation. 
We come to receive those creative words and to be made new! 
     
Hymn     A Light is Gleaming    (VU 82)        

 
Opening Prayer  
Water of Life, present at the creation of the universe. 
Water of Life, present at our birth. 
Water of Life, present at the baptism of Jesus. 
Water of Life, present at our own baptisms. 
We remember that at these times, not only 
was there water, but also the voice of God was  
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experienced and felt speaking to us.  
God, Water of Life, we come this morning to be 
filled with your living water and to listen for 
your voice. Amen 
                                    
Growing Together     

 
Hymn    Behold, Behold, I Make All Things New  (MV 115)    
 
Scripture Genesis 1:1-5 
 
Hymn  Out of Deep, Unordered Water   (VU 453) 
 
Scripture Mark 1:4-11  
 
Message “A Conspiracy of Love”                         Rev. Judy Bowman 
 
This has been a week when you don’t know when to start writing a sermon 
because the situation in the world, in particular with our neighbour next door, is 
changing dramatically each day.  
 
Prayer of Illumination 
O God, when the world is spinning out of control and we don’t know which way to 
turn, who to believe or what to do we give thanks for your eternal word in which 
we find direction and hope. Amen. 
 
~ 
 
In Epiphany 1995, when I had been ordained for about a year and a half, I went 
on a trip for clergy to Israel. It was an enormous undertaking for me. I had never 
travelled so far from home, never travelled any distance without my husband John 
and here I was at 4am in the morning getting into a Niagara Air Bus in Stevensville. 
It had come early to pick me up because a horrific snowstorm had hit southern 

Ontario and the travel time to Pearson Airport had extended. My concern was that 
El AL, the Israeli airline required passengers to be there 4 hours before departure 
because of their higher level of security. But when I arrived at the airport and was 
frantically rushing to get my luggage from the airbus my friend/room-mate Ellen 
Redcliffe appeared and said, “don’t rush – our flight has been delayed 7 hours. 
That was the first delay. Then there was a 4-hour delay in Chicago where we were 
to pick up more passengers but they too were delayed because of the same winter 
storm. We had to wait in a secure room with a locked door in O’Hare Airport so 
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they wouldn’t have to repeat the security checks. Finally we began the long flight 
to Israel. When we arrived in Tel Aviv we were greeted by our tour director who 
said we had lost one day but they would pack 2 days into one to get us back on 
track – which was night 2 at Tiberius beside the Sea of Galillee. It was a whirlwind. 
 
Once in Tiberius we had dinner at the hotel and then the tour director said “we’re 
going for a walking tour of the town and also a visit to a new community centre – 
so bring your bathing suit because there’s a swimming pool.” It seemed an odd 
thing to do but out we followed him into the dark night. The pool, although 
extraordinarily large, was not unlike anything in our part of the world – there were 
lots of local people bobbing around, tossing a ball, it was noisy. I bobbed around 
and then someone yelled to me  - come over here – he pointed to a flap in the wall 
and said “go through there.”  To my surprise the pool extended outside. There 
were hardly any people there. It was quiet. I swam into it and then grabbed onto 
the side and looked around – and then up – at that middle-eastern sky. It was a 
clear night and the stars were extraordinarily bright. Suddenly the past few years of 
my life washed over me: the decision to answer the call to ministry, the years of 
study and preparation, leaving our life and home in Toronto, finding my way as a 
minister in Niagara, the long journey to this place. It was a moment  - a moment in 
which I felt affirmed, loved and welcomed in this land where it all began.   
 
The Bible begins with three words, “In the beginning.” Those words have always 
moved me. It all began with the creation of the world. If you read the text literally 
it took 3 days for God to create it and another three to adorn it with luminaries, 
birds, animals, plants and last of all us - humans. If you take a scientific approach it 
took millions of years to create the cosmos and it’s still evolving. Regardless of 
which theory you aspire the end result is a spectacular world with times of 
darkness and light, beautiful skies and waters, rolling hills, flat plains and snow 
covered mountains – sunshine and rain, birds, fish and animals, plants and other 
vegetation and people of every colour. In the beginning that’s what happened. 
 
It’s interesting but the lectionary places the creation story alongside the story of 
the baptism of Jesus for this Sunday. You know this story just as well as the 

creation story – Jesus, as an adult, appears in the area of Galilee and finds John 
the Baptist standing in the middle of the River Jordan. Jesus gets baptized along 
with everyone else, he goes down under the water and when he comes up the 
clouds in the sky open, the Spirit descends upon him and a voice comes from 
heaven saying, “You are my Son, the beloved, with you I am well pleased.  
 
Do you ever wonder – did anyone else hear those words, did John the Baptist hear 
those words, or the people waiting line to be baptized? Or was it just Jesus? And 
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did he actually hear them or did he sense them and if so does that make them any 
less real? And what transpired in that moment between them – was it perhaps a 
conspiracy of love was formed and from which Jesus began a ministry of love to all 
people.  
 
At Trinity we’ve spent a lot of time during the Advent and Christmas season talking 
about dreams and dreamers. The other day Kass and I were wondering if maybe 
it’s time to give that a break – maybe “get real” for awhile. And yet here we again 
pondering something unseen or unheard. When someone tells you that God spoke 
to them or sent them a message that they should do some thing or speak to 
someone or that they experienced something that made them feel loved do you 
question it? Do you wonder if it really happened or if an unseen God really had 
anything to do with it? Or do you wholly embrace it because you have experienced 
something like it yourself? 
 
I think many of us in the United Church are inclined to be a little bit skeptical of 
some of the claims of the Bible. We ask questions of the text like “what is the 
context of this story?” which is a good question. Or when we hear of some 
dramatic spiritual healing there are questions we want to ask to help us believe. 
Perhaps you could say, for us, seeing is believing. 
 
But after Jesus’ death his followers believed that he was still alive, some saw him, 
others watched for him anticipating his imminent return, others sensed his 
presence. They began establishing worshiping communities, baptizing members in 
his name in preparation for his return. It was almost like believing was seeing or 
believing made him real.  
 
A few weeks ago George Addison sent me an article by an anthropologist Tanya 
Luhrmann at Stanford U. who has just released a book “How God Becomes Real – 
Kindling the Presence of Invisible Others.” (I’m trying to paraphrase 3 pages into 
one paragraph.) People who believe their God’s are real, even if the existence of 
those supernatural beings can’t be empirically proven have long confounded 
scientists. She states that individuals of faith often work hard to make supernatural 

beings real and those who do so experience helpful changes. Often they’re able to 
attend differently to their thoughts, feel calmer and more beloved. And these 
positive outcomes reinforce religious practices, encouraging sustained commitment 
to ritual and observance. From a scientific understanding she equates prayer to 
cognitive behavioural therapy or mindfulness because it’s a way you attend to your 
own inner experience, let go of distracting thoughts and focus on more positive 
thoughts, By expressing gratitude, you shift attention from the way that things are 
going wrong to the ways they are going right. This works best in people who are 
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able to use their imaginations. It is precisely imagination, the human ability to 
conceive of that which is not available to the senses, that makes possible a close 
relationship with a supernatural other.  
 
So – where am I going with this? In this covid-19 era and the shocking events in 
the US - both of which have been going on for months we are all struggling to hold 
ourselves together. Physically, in terms of covid-19, we know what we need to do: 
stay home, when out stay at a distance, wear a mask, isolate yourself as much as 
possible. Be patient – the vaccine is coming. Mentally there isn’t such a clear 
regime because we’re all different in the way we experience the virus and even the 
deplorable situation in the US. Some of us are able to cope with it – distance 
ourselves from it – maybe because of personal circumstances, maybe not.  
 
But others might not be coping as well and that’s a hard thing to admit. But if you 
need to talk with someone, don’t be embarrassed to reach out. You are not alone. I 
have to say I have had some difficult days and nights – I don’t sleep well and I 
dream more than I ever have and they’re usually troubling dreams. FYI I have 
developed a little ritual when I am lying awake – I stretch out my arms and make a 
cup with my hands, I fill it with the name of whomever comes to mind and then I 
bring my hands to my heart and hold them there. I say “come into me and into my 
heart.”  
 
Perhaps on this day when we are remembering Jesus’ baptism remember your own 
if you can or other baptisms and the sense of welcome into a community where 
you now belong - a community where the love Jesus showed to the people of his 
day continues on. Look around at the things that you have and express gratitude 
for them. Remember the things you have done differently during covid –19 that 
you might like to hang on to. Pray for our neighbouring country the US and be 
thankful that you are a Canadian. If you can – go outside at night on your balcony 
or back deck or front porch - look up at those stars and remember the stars over 
the night sky when Jesus was born and the way the heavens opened at his baptism 
and know that those words are also for you. You are my beloved, my own. On you 
my favour rests. 

And finally – remember this - even though God is unseen God is nonetheless 
present. God is real. You are not alone. Thanks be to God. Amen.  
 
Prayer & Personal Reflection  
 
Hymn  I Have Called You by Your Name  (MV 161)    
 
The Life & Work of Our Church Community            
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Offering                                                        
 Invitation   

Song of Thanksgiving   “As with Gladness Men of Old”  VU 81 vs 3  
Prayer 

 
Prayers for Ourselves and Others      
 
Hymn           Let There Be Light   (VU 679) 
 
Blessing & Sending Forth 
May the blessing of God, fountain of living water, 
Flow within us as a river of life. 
May we drink deeply of God’s wisdom. 
May we never thirst again. 
May we go through life refreshing many, 
As a sign of healing for all; 
Through the One who is Life eternal.  Amen. 
 
 
Sung Blessing  Away in a Manger     VU 69, verse 3  
 
Postlude    





Used with Permission and Gratitude:  
Call to Worship Kate Crawford, Huron Shores U.C. Grand Bend, Ont. 
Opening Prayer Fern Gibbard, for Naramata Community Church, Naramata B.C. 

Alternate Version of The Lord’s Prayer Neil Douglas-Klotz, Prayers of the Cosmos. 

(Toronto:HarperCollins Canada 1990) 

 


