
Year B – First Sunday after Epiphany 

Genesis 1:1-5 

Psalm 29 

Mark 1:4-11 

 

In the Garden of God 

 

A number of years ago, I helped create a garden. The Community of St. Mary—a community 
of Episcopal nuns--had a vision. They wanted to grow lavender for Thistle Farms, an 
organization that helps women in recovery from addiction and sex trafficking. The lavender 
could be used to make essential oils for everything from lotion to candles and sold by 
women who are putting their lives back together. The community had a vision, and they had 
land. But they didn’t have a field. Lavender grows best in full sun and well-drained soils. The 
convent sits on top of the Cumberland Plateau in Tennessee, and the Plateau’s sandstone 
cap leaves the soils nutrient poor yet well-drained. The biggest challenge was the woods 
encroaching on all sides. There was barely enough open space for the sisters’ vegetable 
garden. But there was an area of woods—second growth mixed oak and hickory—that 
would be perfect. The land sloped slightly to the south, exposed to the sun. The trees were 
young, relatively small—easy to remove. 
 

The convent’s two gardeners and I set to work clearing the land. First the trees came down. I 
remember the first good-sized hickory I saw fall, and the ring of sap oozing from the stump, 
nutty and slightly sweet. We spent a few hours each week working on this piece of land, 
cutting trees into logs, hauling and stacking them by the woodpiles, until there were just 
stumps and patches of undergrowth. After the stumps were removed, the ground was naked, 
but not yet a garden. It wasn’t until weeks later—after pulling up the resilient tubers of 
greenbriar and turning the soil under a till that the land began to look arable. We shaped five 
long mounds snaking along the contours of the ground, wide enough to plant two rows of 
seedlings. 
 

Months after we started the project we finally put plants in the ground. Months full of 
chopping, hauling, clearing, shaping, fertilizing, and weeding—and it finally happened. We 
had almost an acre of lavender growing in the early summer sun. 
 

I’ve rarely felt so attached to a piece of land or a set of plants. It was hard to believe that the 
rows had been woods just months before. But there it was. By helping to create those I beds, 
I became connected to that land. In the act of creation I formed a relationship. 
 

I wonder if that’s something like what God experienced when God breathed life into the 
universe? The way the creation story often gets pictured, God seems so distant, like God 
never touches creation, never lays hands on the material—almost as if God thinks it into 
being. But that’s not the story we get in Genesis. God’s Spirit, God’s breath, hovers over the 
waters. God is right there, close enough to observe every detail, calling out to creation. God 
speaks light into the sky, and separates it from darkness. God creates the transition from day 
to night—not a hard and fast boundary, but the slow movement of heavenly bodies. Creation 
is an intimate act. 
 

It’s hard not to be attached to the things we make, like a child so proud of the drawing they 
bring home. It doesn’t matter if it’s “good” by any absolute standard—what matters is the 



relationship, the care, attention, love, and self that they put into that drawing. So it is with a 
garden. Who could stand to clear a piece of land, till it under, plant it full of herbs, and just 
walk away? The separation would be painful. The things we create—we want to see them 
thrive. Because of the relationship, we can’t abandon them. 
 

God so wants all of creation to thrive. Human, non-human, animate, inanimate—God made 
it all. God entered into relationship with all of it by that first breath. God desires that the 
garden will bloom and produce abundantly. That’s one of the enduring messages of 
scripture. God wants the best for God’s creatures. 
 

Like a gardener, God gives them what they need. Again and again, God raises up prophets to 
speak hard truths. God delivers the Israelites out of Egypt and into the Promised Land. God 
the creator never stops pursuing a closer relationship with all of creation. 
 

The gardener doesn’t just leave the garden to fend for itself. A good gardener knows that 
planting is only the beginning of the work. The crops will need to be tended. They’ll need 
water, weeding, fertilizer. The gardener will need to defend them from pests, disease, cold, to 
avoid overwatering and underwatering. With lavender in the South, the greatest risk is too 
much water. In that humidity, the ground can stay wet for long periods, threatening to rot 
out the roots. Keeping the crop healthy takes loving attention. 
 

The ongoing work of care and attention deepens the relationship formed in the act of 
creation. My attachment to that piece of land in Tennessee deepened with each day spent 
pulling weeds from between the rows and fighting the persisting greenbriar. 
 

In today’s Gospel we get the story of the Baptism of Jesus. It’s a scene with some fascinating 
parallels to the creation story. God again shows up. The Spirit of God touches the earth, 
descending onto Jesus from the parted clouds. In that moment, Christ is revealed. With those 
words— “You are my son, the Beloved, with you I am well pleased”— God assures Jesus 
and all who hear it that God has not abandoned them. God has not forgotten about the 
relationship God formed in the act of creation. Much the opposite. 
 

The Baptism of Jesus in the River Jordan is a moment of reinvigoration, a rejuvenation of 
the covenant with Israel and God’s promise to look after God’s people. Like a gardener 
pruning back bushes and vines and adding fertilizer before the spring, Jesus’ Baptism is a 
renewal of God’s relationship with all of creation. It gives creation hope that it will flourish 
anew. I think of Baptism—Jesus’ Baptism, our Baptism, as the care that a gardener gives the 
crops she dearly loves. Baptism is a chance for renewal, for new life.It’s an opportunity for us 
to receive nourishment as we grow and change and try to live out God’s desire for us. This 
Sunday we commemorate Jesus’ Baptism. Next Sunday we’ll baptize two children here. As a 
part of that service we’ll renew our Baptismal vows. We do the same each week when we say 
the Nicene Creed. By those words we are offered nourishment, a chance to remind ourselves 
of what is at the heart of the Christian story—the intimate love between a creator and God’s 
creation, a gardener watching over her garden. It’s a story of renewal, reinvigoration, and 
new hope. 
 

It’s hard to describe the joy I felt, when the first buds of lavender opened up—the 
enchanting smell, earthy and rich, and the sight of tender flowers against the grey-green of 
the leaves. It was a relief—and so exciting—to see all of that work culminate in those 



delicate flowers, and to know that year after year the Sisters of St. Mary and the travellers 
who visit them, would get to enjoy that sight, those smells. 
 

In the waters of Baptism, God nourishes God’s people. God comes closer to us, echoing the 
words that came from the open heavens at Jesus’ Baptism—you are the beloved. 
 

What does God hope for in God’s relationship with us? For what are we being nourished? 

That love—the love that breathed life into the universe, into every creature, living and 
non—What is it doing inside of us, here, now, today? 

 

“In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan. 
And just as he was coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit 
descending like a dove on him.  And a voice came from heaven, ‘You are my Son, the 
Beloved; with you I am well pleased.’” 

 

 


