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January 13, 2019 

We are Baptized with the Holy Spirit and Fire – Luke 3:15-17, 21-22 

Let us pray: O Lord, we pray, speak in this place, in the calming of our 
minds and longing of our hearts, by the words of my lips and in the thoughts 
that we form.  Speak, O Lord, for your servants listen.  Amen. 

 On the first Sunday following January 6 every year, churches around 
the world observe something called The Baptism of Our Lord Sunday; and as 
soon as we pastors get those words out of our mouths, you can see the 
shades coming down for some folks.  I understand that.   

 They are asking a couple of reasonable questions:  "Isn't this just 
some ancient ritual on a liturgical calendar that really doesn't mean much to 
a modern world?"  And the second question is just as serious:  "In truth, in 
our world, why does Baptism even matter at all?" 

  And so, Baptism gets relegated to funny stories like this one.  A family 
is riding home from church on Sunday afternoon.  Their four-year-old son in 
the back seat of the car was baptized that morning.  Suddenly, midway 
home, he bursts into tears.   

 When his parents ask what on earth is wrong, he sniffles out the 
answer:  "The minister who baptized me said I would be brought up in a 
Christian home.  But I want to stay with you guys!"  

 This story of Jesus’ Baptism calls us to remember our own.  It, too, is 
our beginning as the gift of God’s grace washing away those things that 
impede our relationship with God and gives us new birth, new life.  And it 
calls us to do something with our life. 

 But what if we don’t remember our Baptism?  What if, like many of us, 
we were baptized as infants?  I don’t remember the day that I was baptized. 
And yet we are reminded to “remember our baptism”.  What does that mean 
for those of us who don’t remember?   

 I think “remembering” is something bigger than a chronological 
recount of our own memories. It is bigger than remembering what we wore 
or where we stood or who the actual person was that touched our head with 
or even immersed us in water.  

 It means remembering our very identity, what it is that made us, that 
collective memory that is part of our tradition, our liturgy, our family, our 
church. That is what “remembering” our baptism is.   
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 It’s not just remembering the moment that we felt that baptismal 
stream; it is remembering the story into which we entered.  It is at that 
point that the Christian family became our own as we began to become who 
God intends us to be.   

 It means the heavens opened up, spilled out, and the Holy Spirit 
emerged.  And we, too, were conferred with a title.  “This is my child, my 
daughter or son, my beloved, with whom I am well pleased.” 

 And in that moment, whether we are infants or older, we are ordained 
for ministry in the name of Jesus Christ.  We are ordained to the work of 
Christ and the work of Christ’s church.   

 Author, Caroline Westerhoff says that “at baptism we are incorporated 
into Christ’s body, infused with Christ’s character, and empowered to be 
Christ’s presence in the world.  [So then], ministry is not something in 
particular that we do; it is what we are about in everything we do.  In other 
words, our own Baptism sweeps us into that dawn that Jesus began.   

 And, like Jesus, our own Baptism calls us and empowers us to empty 
ourselves before God.  As we begin to find ourselves standing in those 
waters with Christ, we also find ourselves ready to be followers of 
Christ.  From the waters, we are changed. 

 Recently, a woman found herself being prodded to do something about 
the lack of housing for the poor and homeless in her community. Among 
them were undocumented, people who were out of work, single mothers 
with children, and several who were simply alone. 

 She tried to get the attention of her church about their plight. A 
committee was formed, but nothing happened. Then she decided to take 
matters into her own hands and began meeting with the people themselves.  

 They organized a housing co-operative and before long they found a 
small vacant motel they could buy. Having no funds, they began to search 
for resources, and through a process of diligent work and generosity, put 
together a financial package to buy the motel.  

 They found a man willing to be their residential manager, and now on 
cold winter nights and in the heat of summer several dozen people have 
housing. Her church has now become an integral part of the housing 
enterprise as well. 

 This is what baptism can lead to: a strong sense of servanthood, and 
mission that fulfills what it means to be righteous. While the baptism of a 
child is precious, an event that leaves us all smiling and joyful is even more 
rewarding, especially knowing that God wants us to nurture others in the 
love of the Lord. 
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 Often, we don’t get to see “the rest of the story”; but if we, did we 
would be amazed. There are countless stories of people who go on to a 
servant’s vocation, backed by their vows of baptism and their bond to Christ 
and his church. 

 Take a moment now and reflect on where your baptismal journey has 
brought you. What have you done as a result of your life in Christ? How has 
Jesus led you to use your talents and gifts for righteous actions? What has 
been joyful for you on this journey? 

 Then look around at your sisters and brothers, and give thanks that 
together you can celebrate your life in Christ and look forward to further 
adventures. I read about a man who volunteered to work on a minimum of 
two Habitat for Humanity houses a year.   

 He was quite a gifted carpenter and could get twice the work done in 
half the time it takes most people.  Some years he worked on five or six 
Habitat projects, but he had made a promise to God that he would always do 
at least two houses.   

 He's honored that commitment for over thirty years.  He was asked 
once about the source of his passion for that ministry, and he told a story 
about after returning from Vietnam, he struggled to readjust.  He had no 
close family structure, so he drifted ... town to town, job to job.   

 The one thing he did have was a talent for carpentry, so he could 
usually find a building site that needed an extra hand.  Finally, in a small 
Midwestern town, he signed on to help build a development of six 
moderately sized and affordably priced houses.   

 He told the foreman that he would be happy not only to do carpentry 
but also to provide security, bringing his sleeping bag with him and spending 
the nights on site.  So, he did that, house by house.   

 The owner of the company was impressed by the man's abilities and 
commitment--and he was also aware that, apparently, he had no other place 
to sleep.  So, at the close of the project, almost a year in the making, the 
business owner took the man aside and said:   

 "I want to thank you for what you've done.  And I want you to stay on 
with the company."  Then he handed the man a set of keys and said:  "The 
sixth house we built is yours.  Take it."  "But I can't pay for it," the carpenter 
said," to which his employer answered:   

 "You'll find a way."  "Your volunteer work is how you have repaid.”  At 
least twice a year that man puts a roof over the head of someone else who 
needs it, just as he was given a roof and a place to live. 
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 Baptism symbolizes that we are loved free of charge.  Someone special 
claims us, asks us to stay on with the company, to be part of the family. 
"This is My beloved child, with whom I am well pleased."  And that act of 
grace loves us into loving.   

 We remember our Baptism and are so overwhelmed by being claimed 
that we suddenly feel called.  "The Spirit descends as a dove" and settles 
into our hearts, and we want to pay all the favors of grace forward, sharing 
with others the gift that has been shared with us. 

 An ancient Christian catechism describes baptism as a "visible sign of 
invisible grace." By the grace of God, we are surrounded and upheld every 
day.  The great Protestant Martin Luther was plagued at times by a sense of 
unworthiness and despair.   

 To drive back those demons, he kept an inscription over his desk that 
read, "Remember, you have been baptized."  Often, he would touch his 
forehead and remind himself, "Martin, you have been baptized 

 Let's go for a moment to the banks of the River Jordan where Jesus is 
being baptized.  Here he makes his first public appearance on the stage of 
human history.  John the Baptist, repentance-preaching, fire-breathing John, 
had prepared the people for a Messiah who would baptize with the Holy 
Spirit and fire.   

 And here he is, Jesus, going under the water and coming up out of the 
water.  While he prays his own post-baptism prayer, suddenly heaven itself 
opens, the Holy Spirit descends like a dove, a voice comes from heaven 
speaking to Jesus, but in a way that all who are gathered can hear: "You are 
my Son, the Beloved, with you I am well-pleased."   

 We who are baptized struggle just like everybody else to be decent 
human beings.  We are no more or less tempted than anybody else to be 
less than God created us to be, but Jesus our Lord showed us how to beat 
the demons back, and God gave us the spiritual power to choose a higher 
and better way.   

 From our baptism onward, we live inside the promise that we will have 
a strength that comes from another world enabling us to will and to work for 
God's good pleasure.  Children of God, remember that you have been 
baptized and rejoice.   

 If you never have been baptized, then find a church and claim your 
inheritance. And so, on this Baptism of Our Lord Sunday, remember your 
Baptism ... and live into your calling. 
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Let us pray.  O God, who claims us as your own and who calls us to be your 
partners in the world, descend as a dove, rest upon us, and work through us 
we pray.  Amen. 

 


