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The first Sunday after Epiphany every year is designated by the greater church as “Baptism of our Lord Sunday.”  The assigned lectionary passage is always the story from one of the gospels of Jesus’ baptism by John the Baptist.  Today I decided with some repetition to compare all of the stories – because all of the gospels record this event, or in John’s case, a reflection on Jesus’ baptism.  This Sunday every year is set aside to think about the sacrament of Baptism and to remember our own Baptisms.  The message of baptism is about belonging to God, belonging to a community, knowing we are loved, and accepting the call to follow Jesus.  That is a great message to receive every year in January as we look forward to another wonderful year in God’s grace.  Today remember your Baptism in water or in spirit.  Remember God’s grace.  Remember.  You are loved, you belong, you are called to follow Jesus.  

First, you are loved.  In the scripture, God’s voice from heaven calls Jesus “Beloved.”  The act of baptism is all about the love of God.  It’s not about our faithfulness.  It’s not about our choice.  Baptism is about God’s love.  Reminding us we are bathed in God’s love every moment of every day from even before you were born.  God loves you as God loved Jesus, as God loves the world.  It is all about love.  The water of baptism is a symbol of that love – not because it washes but because it flows freely and generously.  There’s a contemporary song about God’s “grace like rain falling down on me.”  Imagine that love pouring over you at this moment and always.  God bathes you in love and restores you.  This is a gift of God.  Baptism reminds us – you are loved.  

Second, you belong – first to God, then to this community.  You belong.  You belong here.  You belong in heaven.  You belong in the presence of God.  You belong to God. You belong.  Jesus Christ welcomes you into the kingdom of God and makes a place just for you.  Your place to do your part to give glory to God.  In this world it is really hard to know where you belong or to whom you belong.  Sometimes we don’t fit in.  Often we don’t feel encouraged or appreciated.  Baptism reminds you that God not only accepts you.  God claims you.  God wants you.  God thinks you are beautiful.  God adopts you as a child of God, a brother or sister of Jesus.  You are family.  You belong to God.  Jesus says, “You are mine.”  

Other scripture passages remind us that we are heirs of the promise.  As adopted children of God, we inherit all that God offers.  God gives us everything we need and everything we will ever need.  God protects us and provides for us.  God offers us life eternal.  In addition to this and every blessing, our inheritance also includes responsibility.  Sometimes what we inherit from our parents is a role or a talent.  We carry on the family business or take care of the family property.  As children of God, we inherit responsibility for the entire world.  We carry on the family business of care taking, of protection and provision, of love and welcome.  Because we belong to God, we do what God asks us to do, we do what God wants us to do.  We serve God in the world.  We share what we have received from God.  We invite others into the grace and love of God through Christ Jesus our Savior.  

Baptism reminds us that because we belong to God, because we are all the family of God, we also belong to one another.  We try to live out our faith in a community of other Christians.  We join a church and we try to connect with one another.  We care for each other.  And together we care for others out in the world.  We belong to a church because that is a way of expressing our faith in God and serving Jesus in the world.  

I often am asked two very different questions about baptism in the church.  Do you have to be a member of a church to be baptized; or do you have to be baptized to belong to God?  I’ll answer the second question first.  No, you do not have to be baptized.  It is not a requirement.  Rather it is a sacrament – a holy experience to remind us of the presence and power of God in Jesus Christ.  There is nothing magical about the water and the words.  God’s grace is given with or without our ritual of baptism.  But that experience of water on skin, promises and prayers in a congregation, is special and holy.  Baptism reminds us of God’s mercy and mystery, God’s power and promise.  Baptism reminds us that we are surrounded by grace and receive gifts of the Holy Spirit.  A person does not have to be baptized.  You are loved by God no matter what.  Baptism witnesses to that love that already exists in God’s grace.  

The witness is important.  The “saying it out loud” and in public is important.  That’s why we don’t have private baptisms.  Baptism is about publicly sharing the grace of God.  It’s about promising to support one another in our walk of faith.  It’s about belonging in community.  So the question, do you have to be a member of a church to be baptized – is not really a yes or no answer.  No you don’t have to be a member of a church to receive God’s grace or to live faithfully.  But why would you not want to belong in a community where we are all trying to follow Jesus?  Baptism reminds us that we not only belong to God, we belong to each other.  That carries with it not only blessing, but also responsibility. 

So we share the sacrament of baptism in public worship, because baptism remind us of that belonging to each other.  We make promises to care for each other and to share God’s love in the world.  We remember that we are not perfect – but we are in the presence of God, practicing faith and seeking the guidance of God.  Baptism is not only about our personal relationship with God, it is about God’s relationship with everyone, and therefore about our relationships with everyone.  We baptize in community because we believe we are better together.  Baptism reminds us we belong to God and we belong to each other.  

I believe that is one reason why Jesus was baptized.  Jesus did not need to be baptized.  Jesus was already “right with God” fully human and fully divine.  Jesus didn’t need the reminder of the presence of God.  But Jesus knew that we need reminders all the time.  Jesus was baptized for us – to remind us that we belong to God and we belong to each other.  Jesus was baptized to show us what that belonging looks like – in community.  Jesus wants us to understand what God’s love looks like.  

Which leads to my final reminder.  Baptism reminds us - You are loved, you belong, AND you are called to follow Jesus.  We are baptized because Jesus was baptized.  And when we are baptized we promise to follow Jesus – or our parents promise for us to teach us how to follow Jesus.  Every time we witness a baptism, every time we are reminded of our own baptisms, we promise again to follow Jesus in the way of love.  We promise to love God and to love others.  We promise to show people what God’s love looks like.  We promise to welcome people with God’s love and to share that love in every possible way.  This to the glory of God.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.  
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