Baptism Of Our Lord






          January 9, 2011

The Reverend Christopher Craun 

Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul delights.  Amen.  


Every Monday night our Catechumenate program meets and we begin the evening with small group reflections on the Gospel reading for the coming Sunday.  While I’d like to say the process is a wonderful opportunity for me to bring some clarity to the passage and gather my thoughts for a possible sermon – I’ve discovered that it has been more of a chance to rid my head of truly inane ideas that come to mind after a long day.  “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.” So my first thought was, wouldn’t it be cool if for the baptisms on Sunday we could retract the roof of the sanctuary and have the skies open up and a deep bellowing voice piped in ‘This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.’ Well, luckily we read the passages two more times – each time fleshing out perhaps a deeper revelation in response to God’s Good News.  

The final time we read the passage, we are invited to answer the question, “From what you have heard and shared, what does God want you to be or do in the coming week?” Sometimes the question feels so overwhelming to me that building a retractable roof seems to make the most sense! It is such a big question that it almost seems too much to bear.  But that is what is so powerful about the story of Jesus’ baptism.  Can you imagine being asked to baptize Jesus? What if that was what God wanted you to do in the coming week? It’s no wonder that John hesitated.  It would have felt like an incredible pressure, a request to do something completely out of his realm.  And yet, without John consenting, the beginning of Jesus’ ministry would have been incomplete.  Jesus’ ministry begins with his baptism, a baptism that requires a collaborative effort and a consenting party.  The power of that moment is that all present are saying yes to the lifting up of God’s mission.  And what’s more remarkable is that we are asked to do that in small and big ways every day of our lives.  

This week there were numerous preparations that had to be made for Gabe’s incredible ordination yesterday.  Along with coordinating these efforts, getting ready for celebrating at his first Eucharist, and preparing for a trip to Israel - he leaves tonight on a red-eye flight. Gabe also had lots of friends and loved ones coming in to town to be with him for the weekend of festivities.  So on the Bishop’s suggestion, I encouraged Gabe to take a day off this week to be on retreat – to disconnect from the chaos and align himself once more with God’s word and call prior to his ordination.  Gabe dutifully reserved some space at Trinity Cathedral in Portland where there is space to request a personal retreat day. After a few initial distractions and detours, he made himself comfortable in a room and was able to read, reflect, and pray – reminding himself of God’s call to him to the sacred order of priests.  As the day drew to an end and Gabe felt centered on the ministry set before him, he departed from the sanctuary he had made for himself for the day.  He opened the door of the room and stepped out into the inside hallway and walked right into a big pile of poop. Now I can’t tell you how long it took me to find the appropriate words to share this story with you.  

Gabe and I of course had a laugh wondering what God was trying to tell him in that moment?! But we did not have to think too hard to find the true and honest message that God so eloquently laid out on his path.  Being servants of God is not always pretty.  It is not made up of perfectly crafted moments with happy endings.  It is not made up of ready advice and clear answers.  It is about being in the overwhelming, gritty moments when we sometimes have to look up to God and say, “really?” And then we roll up our sleeves and say, Okay, Lord, here I am.  

Ten years ago leaders in the Episcopal Church and the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America came together in celebration of a Call to Common Mission between the two denominations. The Most Reverend Frank Griswold preached at Washington National Cathedral to give testimony to the decision to be in Full Communion.  “We come together to celebrate the fact that, through baptism into the death and resurrection of Christ, we are limbs and members of Christ’s risen body, the Church… How important it is, therefore, at the beginning of this journey to offer all that we are, including our sins and failures, our fears as well as our hopes, to the risen and living One in whom all things are reconciled, healed and made whole.” Every step we take in ministry is a step that we take together.  Our ministries begin and end with one another and we are only made stronger by our relationships in mission.  

So maybe I can live without the retractable roof – but I cannot live without the deeper revelation that each and every one of us is a beloved child of God in whom God is well pleased – just as the prophet Isaiah wrote.  We are baptizing John Wesley and Lily Sinclaire today.  Their future ministries will be dependent on our eagerness to support them and raise them up in God’s love.  We are also recognizing the start of a journey that 14 individuals are embarking on through the Catechumenate – sharing in the responsibility of holding them in prayer and receiving them into community.  And we are witnesses to the beginning of a new ministry in our brother Gabe.  

Gabe, would you stand up please. “Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul delights.” Would all the Catechumens and candidates please stand - and their sponsors and the formation team. “Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul delights.” Would those being baptized today and their family, friends and Godparents and everybody who has been baptized in any tradition, please stand.  “Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul delights.” And anyone who is sitting in the pew wondering if I am going to make you stand up, along with everyone else, please stand up as you are able. “Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul delights.” Each and every one of us has a call to be part of God’s mission – but we can only participate in that mission to the degree that we understand that each of us is God’s chosen, in whom God’s soul delights. Amen.  

