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How many of you remember your baptism? I am not asking about your children’s or grandchildren’s baptisms, but your very own baptism? Perhaps some of you do. You may have made the decision to be baptized later in life as an adolescent or young adult or you came from a denomination that practiced adult baptism, but probably, most of us were baptized as infants—a time before we could speak for ourselves, or even knew what we were doing. And it would not have been uncommon if your baptism had occurred in private, outside the confines of a church. 

Our former Presiding Bishop, Frank Griswold, use to say that while throughout his ministry he stressed the importance of baptism in the context of Christian worship, he himself had been baptized while vacationing at his grandparent’s summer house in Maine. The family was together, the bishop of Pennsylvania was vacationing nearby, so in the midst of what he said probably resembled a cocktail party, he was baptized sometime in between the bishop’s first and second Scotch and water. Baptism was simply another rite of passage; like getting a driver’s license or graduating from college.  But that’s really not how we treat baptism these days.

Today we live in a climate that is less than Christo-centric. Even the concept of civil religion is on retreat. (For those of you looking for a quick definition of “civil religion” here’s one: it’s when you wrap the American flag around the cross of Christ and conflate the two into one superior symbol. The idea was that being a Christian made one a more loyal and patriotic citizen.) Well, that is now a minority viewpoint. We live in a different era—a different time. It’s not only that youth sports are now held on Sunday mornings, so much as it is a shift in consciousness whereby many people don’t believe that Sunday morning sports leagues and other programs should somehow privilege church in their scheduling. It is the very definition of a post-Christian society. People of faith, especially Christians who for so long enjoyed a special status, are no longer in the majority—or to quote our President, are no longer the “deciders.” Granted, a supermajority of Americans professes a belief in God and a majority identify as Christians. But when polls ask the question how many attend religious services more than once a month the number is closer to 40%. Asked if they attend church once per week—the number drops to 20%. So, here’s the news flash: By being here this morning, you all are odd; you live on the margins of the broader society. You have become as a quirk of history, a demographic shift in norms, making your very behavior today almost counter-cultural. Ironically, we’ve been here before. Not us, per se, but Christians as a people. There was a time when being a Christian put you in the minority, when it was considered unfashionable and in no manner privileged. It was back at the very beginning of our faith. 

In this morning’s gospel passage we have Matthew’s account of Jesus’ own baptism. “Jesus came from Galilee to John at the Jordan, to be baptized by him.” We’re told that John would have prevented him, saying that he needed to be baptized by Jesus. Nevertheless, John consents and Jesus is baptized and as he comes up out of the water, the heavens opened and he saw the spirit of God descending upon him. And a voice from heaven says, “This is my Son, the beloved, with whom I am well pleased.” 

As many of you know, this fall we played host to the Presiding Bishop. And in her remarks with the clergy one morning, she asked that each person close his or her eyes and try to hear God saying, “You are my beloved, with whom I am well pleased.” We made it a breath prayer: Breathe in: You are my beloved, Breathe out: with you I am well pleased. Many experienced meditation as discomforting. For so many years our mantra has been more along the lines of: Lord Jesus Christ, only Son of God; have mercy on me a sinner. What did it mean to shift the focus away from our salvation by the cross to the incarnation of being created in God’s own image? To be told that we are beautiful, and loved, and that God was indeed pleased with us? Isn’t that an important aspect of baptism?

Scholars tell us that it is difficult to draw parallels between Jesus’ baptism and our own. Jesus’ own explanation for his baptism was that it was “to fulfill all righteousness,” it was an act of fidelity to God. Tradition teaches us that our baptism is about both redemption—being cleansed of sin—and initiation—being joined into a community of faith that follows the risen Christ. It also is a reminder of our connection to God and our decision to follow God in a very particular manner. Through our actions, through our baptism, we make a covenant with God or, more correctly, we enter into a covenant that God initiated with us. 

Yet this morning’s passage about Jesus’ baptism isn’t as concerned with the mechanics of why or how Jesus was baptized. Rather it is concerned with that voice, that voice from heaven. The very idea that God took the time to acknowledge that Jesus was indeed God’s son. It was an Epiphany—a manifestation of God to the people. Much like the arrival of the Wise men or Magi from the East, Jesus’ baptism served as another opportunity to see that he was special—he was God incarnate. And, of course, it is our belief that Jesus was divine, that he was God’s Son that moves us to baptism. We want to be one with this man we call the Christ. 

So, we might ask: What’s the big deal? And here’s my answer: People of faith believe that we can do more, be more, love more, and create more, because we do so through our connection to God. Maybe that’s not strong enough. Because we feel totally accepted and loved by God, because we feel that through God we are made whole, then we are able to live out our lives like people who really care. Like people who believe that life is about abundance and not scarcity. The water of baptism was the medium, the chrism oil was the outward and visible sign, but the transformation was to the very center of our being.  And that is what makes us want to resist evil. That is what makes us want to speak out and act out against injustice be it here at home or abroad, under our auspices or those of a foreign government. That is what makes us want to protect the dignity of every human being be they black, white, brown, green, gay, straight, first available, smoking or non-smoking. That is what makes us want to seek Christ in all people and see them fed, sheltered and cared for. And it seems that in this new era—doing these things and caring about these things makes us different. It makes us counter-cultural. It makes us, in effect, children of God.
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