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“Not Simply Jesus’ Call”

Matthew 3: 13-17

January 9, 2011


In few minutes -- I’ll be walking down those steps to our baptismal font.  It’s lovely -- isn’t it -- a gift in memory of Emma Vogel who died in 1976.  If any of you happen to know the circumstances of its origins -- I’d love to know.   For it’s a treasure to be sure -- one that needs to be front and center in our sanctuary -- so crucial -- more like indispensable -- this font is in our walk of faith.   I know in the last 30 some years there have been many baptisms “done” at this font -- and I imagine there may even be some of you here today -- perhaps a child or grandchild -- that was baptized right here?    Do any of you know?  (Raise your hand).


We Presbyterians, of course, generally baptize children -- though adult baptisms are also can done if one has not been baptized and desires to become a member of a congregation.  Usually -- we find families gathered around the font to present their child -- or themselves to be “sprinkled” by the pastor.  And to tell you a trade secret -- baptisms of children -- especially infants -- require a little finesse on the pastor’s part -- good thing so many of us are parents.   For the pastor needs to “size up” the young one before deciding about that sprinkling -- if the baby seems to be a little fussy -- and this can change minute by minute -- 3 small drops are all that is necessary.   But if the child seems content -- even happy -- they can get a lot more sprinkling -- even handfuls -- the secret being that the water needs to be slightly warm -- and yes-- soothing to the baby.  


Many don’t know though, that sprinkling is not the only way we Presbyterians can celebrate baptism.  For like our Baptist sisters and brothers --- Presbyterians can also be “dunked” -- the theological term is “immersed.”   Now of course -- we don’t have a tank here in the sanctuary like the Baptists usually do.  But baptisms can be done elsewhere -- lakes, rivers, in ocean waves, or like the one I did once in an unheated pool on a frosty -- October morning.  No warm and soothing water for that baptism -- but it’s one I’ll truly never forget.


Of course -- the baptism Matthew describes for us today could have been a cross between the two methods of baptism.   Matthew doesn’t tell us exactly how John baptized his cousin Jesus -- only that it occurred “at the Jordan River.”   A little more information is given later in the lesson when we hear that  “Jesus came up from the water” where he could have been standing - sitting -- or even lying down.  Just how the baptism was celebrated is not as important however.  What is important is what occurs just afterwards -- when the heavens opened and the Spirit of God descended like a dove.  And then there was a voice from heaven that said:  “This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.”


Yes -- Matthew’s story of Jesus’ baptism is in many respects -- consistent with the details of Jesus’ baptism story found in the other gospels.  John the Baptist is the celebrant who went about the countryside proclaiming repentance -- and baptizing others in preparation for “the one who is to come.”    John the Baptist used water from the Jordan River in all four accounts.  And -- the Holy Spirit descended from heaven like a dove that alights on Jesus.


That’s where the similarity ends though, in all four of the Gospels.  However in three of them -- a voice from heaven announces to the crowd that this is God’s beloved Son in whom God is well pleased.  In Mark and Luke’s version of the story -- God addresses Jesus directly.  But in Matthew’s lesson today -- God announces his Beloved Son to the entire crowd who had gathered on the shores of the River Jordan.  So what?  A mere difference in God speaking in the 2nd person vs. the 3rd person?  No.  Because God -- quite simply -- is talking to all of us this morning in Matthew’s account.  That means we are not mere observers of Jesus’ baptism as in Mark and Luke’s stories.  For today God is inviting all of us to become participants in this morning’s lesson.


Roger Nishioka tells a story about a confirmation student in a church he once served.  “Kyle” and his family had been attending this Presbyterian church for a while -- mostly off and on since Kyle had been in 5th grade.  So Roger was a little surprised when Kyle and his parents agreed to the “Confirmation Covenant” at the orientation meeting.  Agreeing to that covenant meant committing to regular attendance in worship and classes - homework - 2 retreats and meeting regularly with a mentor.  Kyle had not even been baptized -- but soon became an enthusiastic -- and significant -- member of the Confirmation Class.


On Pentecost Sunday -- Kyle stood proudly in the front of the sanctuary with his class as his proud parents smiled from a pew up in front.   First of course -- Kyle -- in what I think was a great act of both courage and faith -- knelt beside the font to be baptized -- “all this by his lonesome” as the saying goes.   Then he and his classmates renounced sin -- professed their faith using the words of the Apostles’ Creed they had memorized -- and pledged to be a faithful member of the congregation.  What a day Kyle had -- such a happy - significant day - as he both became a member of the household of God in the waters of his baptism and then professed his faith in Jesus Christ.


But Nishioka goes on in his story about Kyle and his family -- what happened after that bright Pentecost Sunday.  He says:  “Kyle was nowhere to be found on Sunday mornings -- and I missed him following the weeks of his baptism and confirmation.  So did his classmates and his mentor who had noticed that Kyle and his family were noticeably absent.  It was then that Nishioka realized that he had done something wrong--very wrong.

He checked in with Kyle’s parents one day who were surprised he was calling.  


His mom said: “Oh gosh, I thought that Kyle was all done.  She went on: “I mean that he was baptized and confirmed and everything.  Isn’t he “done?”   And that -- precisely -- was the problem.   For Nishioka --  in spite of his very best intentions - and despite all we say and try to communicate -- some people do get the wrong idea that baptism of an infant or an older person is the culminating activity of faith -- that is -- when we are “all done.”  [On a personal note-- I must add its been my observation that while this is not uncommon at Community Church in recent years at many of our “baptizees,” our confirmands and their families continue to be a vital presence here -- ushering -- teaching Vacation Bible School -- thanks be to God!]

But on a similar note -- we receive calls here at the church from time to time from town or visiting folk who perhaps were married here -- generally we don’t even learn their name.  They want to come and bring their infant in to be “done” -- that is -- to be baptized.   Sadly -- no greater gift can the church give a child -- but in our Presbyterian tradition -- church membership of the parents must come before.   

For you see -- Matthew’s description of Jesus’ baptism this morning tells us precisely the opposite about the sacrament of baptism -- that it is not about “being done” -- a sweet one-time event in someone’s life if you will.  Because baptism was not simply Jesus’ and Jesus alone call to ministry.  Rather -- God made clear that baptism is for all the crowd gathered at the Jordan River -- in this sanctuary -- the a glorious beginning of life lived faithfully in Christ -- one in which parents and grandparents and godparents  nurture children in the ways of faith.   Baptism is the beginning of a congregation intentionally raising its little ones in the love and knowledge of Jesus Christ -- and -- one in which adults nourish each other in common fellowship -- supporting sisters and brothers in faith through both good times and bad times.


But alas -- that beginning of our own faith journey may have been a long time ago -- for some of us even as infants.  And no doubt -- over the years -- that journey can become from time to time -- a little tedious -- perhaps a touch vague -- and may even find itself on the back burner of our lives.  


But I also know I’m preaching to the choir this morning -- you are all here -- snow or not -- and many of you regularly -- because you still feel that beginning -- your baptism -- bumping around inside of you -- insisting that you come to worship and be a vital part of this congregation.  But you as the choir this morning also know -- that from time to time --  we all need the Baptism of the Lord Sunday -- to remind us of our own baptism and be grateful.  In a way -- I’d like to think it arrives every January as a commissioning -- or better -- as a re-commissioning of our lives as servants of Christ.


For this Sunday can serve -- by God’s Spirit that alighted like a dove on Jesus -- 

this Sunday can serve to re-inspire and then equip us to set a new course -- the Christian version of New Year’s resolutions.   One might ask:  “How was I a faithful Christian this past year? What could -- or should -- I have done differently?  And now remembering  all over again “my beginning at my baptism” -- when I became a member of the household of God  -- what can I do -- or keep doing -- this coming year to serve Jesus Christ?  

Could it be joining the choir up here -- or continuing to serve in the narthex in our ministry of hospitality as an usher and coffee hour host?   Is it helping to raise our children in the love and knowledge of Jesus Christ or it may be deciding it’s time to participate in one -- or even another -- of the varied stewardship programs of this congregation.  Programs such as the Women’s Guild that raises tens of thousands of dollars every year for Community Church from their Rummage Sales.   Then -- there are other fundraisers here through the course of the year.  Or -- perhaps it could even be something as simple as deciding to continue --or perhap for the very first time -- make a pledge to support the life and mission of this church.  And then after all --it might be  something altogether new that’s never be done before in this congregation or even in Montauk to serve Jesus Christ.


So I encourage you -- this Baptism of the Lord Sunday -- to remember your baptism and be grateful.  To think - to reflect - to stand up -- and dream big dreams in your journey of faith here at Community Church in 2011 -- in the quiet of your home -- as you drive to work -- or even as you sing our last hymn this morning, Here I Am, Lord.  

Yes -- sisters and brothers -- I invite you all over again this day to:


Renounce sin -- to profess your faith and -- then share with all of us in the priesthood of Jesus Christ -- today and tomorrow -- in this congregation --  on Montauk and the South Fork -- and yes  -- in and throughout God’s world.


In the name of the Father and the Son, and the Holy Spirit.


Amen.

Anne Stewart Miller

Montauk, New York

