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Baptism of our Lord
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“And when Jesus had been baptized, just as he came up from the water, suddenly the heavens were opened to him and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and alighting on him. And a voice from heaven said, ‘This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.’"  
Matthew 3:15-17

	Today we remember the baptism of Jesus in worship and I invite you to think back on important baptisms in your past. Last year we flew down to assist in the baptism of our granddaughter Sophie at the local UCC church in Charleston.  The minister was extremely generous and let Reed have the honor of baptizing Sophie. Now, Sophie wore this long white baptismal gown made for Katie when she was a baby by Reed’s grandmother. When I pulled it out of the closet where I have been saving it, it was yellowed I was afraid beyond repair.  Katie bravely took on the task of doing what she could to salvage the old yellowed gown. She soaked it in Oxi-Clean for hours and amazingly, the stains lifted. Talk about a metaphor for life. We cannot throw away everything and buy something new if history will continue for generations. What if we slowed down and tried to bring new life into old fabrics? What if we remembered how we are stitched together with the history of all those who have gone before us? What if we practiced rituals of repair something that Rev. Laura Everett calls “visible mending” where we make visible the ways in which we repair and restore fabric that is falling apart. That is something we can do when we connect ourselves with old baptismal gowns and restore them as well.  Yellowed fabrics are soaked to make bright again.  And the old gown finds new life on the next child to wear it.  A long line of connectivity reminding us that we are connected by water and the ritual of baptism since the time of Jesus and John the Baptist down at the River Jordan.
	When we baptized Sophie, we made promises. Her parents made promises to teach her about the love of God and Jesus and how to be a Christian. Her godparents made promises to help Katie and Chris as parents as they raise Sophie. And the congregation promised to love and support Sophie as she grows. I love that this is what we do with each infant and child who is baptized here at West Parish. We know that the life of faith requires community support because the wilderness of the world makes living close to God difficult some days. We are not meant to do it all alone. The church promises to walk with us as we grow in love. 
	There are two main parts to today’s Gospel message. First, let’s dive deep into the messy, muddy waters of Jesus’ baptism.  In today’s reading from the Gospel of Matthew, we learn of how Jesus joined the crowds down at the river Jordan who were being baptized by his wild cousin, that hairy guy who lived in the wilderness known as John the Baptist.  John’s been baptizing people for hours and he’s exhausted when Jesus appears before him in the muddy Jordan River.  John’s completely perplexed.  Why would Jesus join the masses in the river to be baptized when this guy has never done anything wrong in his life.  John tries to beg off.  He rebuffs Jesus request saying, “I’m the one who needs to be baptized, not you.”  And yet, Jesus insists.  Jesus calls to him saying, “Do it. God’s work, putting things right all these centuries, is coming together right now in this baptism.” (Matthew 3:15) John grabs Jesus and dunks him deep in the muddy water telling him that he is made new.  
	And then the most remarkable thing happened, the heavens opened “and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and alighting on him. And a voice from heaven said, ‘This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.’” (Matthew 3:17). This dove delights in Jesus.  It is the Holy Spirit breaking through from heaven and marking Jesus as beloved.  God doesn’t love Jesus because of any great thing he has done in his life.  The man was 31 years old and had no particular great work that stood out.  In fact, it is only after his baptism that Jesus’ public ministry and work begins.
	Here is the great news, every time a baptism happens, this same in-breaking of the Spirit occurs.  Each person is Beloved.  In the waters of baptism, whether you were an adult, infant or child, God calls you by name.  And that name is beloved.  When Reed or I officiate at infant or children’s baptisms, we ask the parents, “by what name shall this child be known?”  The names we give to our children are so important.  Over and above the names we are given by our parents, we have this common name and yet it is individual for each of us, and that name is BELOVED.  Why?  Because God loves us each so much.  We do not have to earn this love. We do not have to be perfect.  We can make mistakes and ask for forgiveness. And God looks on us, cupping our face and says you are my beloved child.  
	Above all, we are called to embrace our name that God calls each of us, the name of Beloved.  There will be many times on our journey when we will hear voices telling us that we are not worthy, or should give in. Henri Nouwen said that we have been taught three lies.  
The first lie is “I am what I have.”  
The second one is “I am what I do.”  
And the third lie is, “I am what others say about me.”  
	Know this truth, you are none of those lies.  You are God’s beloved child. Nothing can separate you from the love of God.  For those of us who have known times of despair and wilderness, let us lean into Nouwen’s reminder not to listen to the lies. We have always been God’s beloved. We did not have to earn God’s love. God simply loves us. 
	Nadia Bolz-Weber tells a story about how she “heard a story a few months back on the radio, about how experiments have been done where elementary school teachers were told at the beginning of the term that certain children in their classroom were gifted, regardless of how smart they actually were – and the study showed that by the end of the year those same kids were scoring off the charts from their peers. 
They became what they were believed to be.
And you know what? God is like that.  God is like a teacher who has been tricked into thinking you are “gifted” and then treats you like you are special and then that’s what you end up being.”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  https://thecorners.substack.com/p/baptism-of-our-lord
] 

That’s the thing about God, they just believe in you and love you. God calls you Beloved, no matter what. 
The second part of the story is what happens after the baptism when we enter into wilderness times.
When Jesus left the Jordan River after his baptism, he entered the wilderness where he was tempted and suffered for forty days.  Fortified by his baptism, Jesus endured all of Satan’s testing, but his wilderness journey reminds us that we too will face wilderness times.  Times when we will be afraid, alone and do not know how we will go on.  You and I, like Jesus, will enter the wilderness times as well.
	And so, let us hold onto that memory of being called “Beloved.”  Like in the Dr. Seuss story of Oh, the Places You’ll Go where the main character goes through hard times, and the wilderness as Seuss writes,

“And when you're alone, there's a very good chance
you'll meet things that scare you right out of your pants.
There are some, down the road between hither and yon,
that can scare you so much you won't want to go on.

But on you will go
though the weather be foul.
On you will go
though your enemies prowl.
On you will go
though the Hakken-Kraks howl.
Onward up many
a frightening creek,
though your arms may get sore
and your sneakers may leak.”
― Dr. Seuss, Oh, the Places You’ll Go!

	 We are invited to keep on going through the wilderness times, reminded that God thinks we are amazing, beloved and worthy. And so is everyone else. So, let’s start digging in and paddling forward together in faith.
	As we remember and reflect, I invite you to participate in a ritual of remembrance of our baptisms at the end of worship as you leave the Meetinghouse. 
	I invite you to remember your baptism with a little sprinkling of West Barnstable’s finest water.  I can bless you with the words of remembrance of your baptism by sprinkling water on your head saying your name and that you are beloved.  Or you can sprinkle yourself.  However, you practice this ritual, know that you are BELOVED.
	Remember that you are God’s beloved child.  May you feel surrounded by this name wherever you journey.  Whisper it over and over, especially when the wilderness and the Hakken-Kraks howl, say I am beloved.  God loves me and accompanies me through all times, especially the wilderness times.  Amen. 
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