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Recently, our family had some time at the beach. My mother, my sister, a dear family 

friend, and our family were together. It was good time. At the end of the stay, we 

cleaned the house. There was a long check list to complete.  So, the time ended, as it 

always does, with a lot of work.  It’s a privilege to use the house; the work is the 

least we can do. I know that.  But still, I get cranky.  Particularly if I’m working and 

others are not. 

So, when I’m doing dishes, scrubbing down the stove, and someone else in the house 

is relaxing, and we have a time deadline, well, I’m not much fun to be around in 

those moments. 

I can do a number on any family member. John and I have developed a particular 

dance with this. Here’s how that looks between John and me. I ramp up…get 

tense…which makes him tense…and then this only slows his participation.  Because 

he’s trying to de-stress and offer himself for the task of his own free will…but I don’t 

easily facilitate that because I keep pushing the issue…and this preempts his free 

will.  

I keep trying to get John to do what I want or need him to do with a good dose of 

guilt. Eventually, after hitting my head against that brick wall several times, I figure 

it out and leave him alone for 15 or 20 minutes.  Without fail, he shows up, lovely, 

engaged, ready to work.   

When we talk about this odd dance, John tells me that what he feels in those 

moments when I’m at him like that is the absence of my happiness with him. He 

loses sight, even if just for a few moments, of the fact that he pleases me, that he 

delights me, to the core. He loses sight of this truth at the heart of his amazing life. 

And this absence creates anxiety in him. 

In every family or team there is sometimes work to be done, and everyone’s 

shoulder needs to be at the wheel.  There’s no doubt about that. But there something 

that comes before the work.  Something we take for granted but lose sight of all too 

often.  You might call it the prelude or the prequel to the task phase of any endeavor.  
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That prequel is the jewel at the center of baptism. Which is why Jesus’ entire public 

ministry begins, not with a strategizing session about what needed fixing in our 

world, but with the trip to the river we hear about in today’s gospel. 

You might say Jesus’ baptism is what Paul Harvey would call “the rest of the story” 

to Jah’s outstanding sermon last week calling us into the world. 

Today, are fortunate enough to have our diaconal candidates with us.  If you don’t 

know, deacons stand in the doorway between the world and the church.  Like the 

town crier, they call us out to see what reality is beyond the walls of our self-

interest.  They interpret the needs of the world to the Church and compel us into 

service. 

I love deacons. I am always compelled to become more Christian by you.  Already, in 

her short tenure, Sally is challenging me to think about what more we can be doing 

here to be engaged with needs all around us. 

I served as chaplain to the diaconal candidates for six years, a job I adored and miss 

still. 

Last week, as I mentioned, our Iliff intern, Jah, preached a very diaconal sermon.  She 

called us to examine our Christianity in light of the needs of those who are 

oppressed and disenfranchised. It was a powerful call to action. I was deeply 

challenged and moved by it.   

Today, I want to talk about the rest of the story—what comes before the Christian’s 

vocation to be God’s agents in the world. The prequel begins with your head under 

water, perhaps before you’ve uttered your first word. And certainly before you have 

well formed notions of what you’re getting into in this business of being Christian. 

Baptism. We’ve become accustomed to it, but it’s a strange ritual, when you take two 

steps back.  Immersion in water, in the case of infants, without your consent or 

understanding, to become part of a family. We do it often without really thinking 

about it.  Children grow up and have their children baptized often with only the 

vaguest notions about what it all means—some sort of blessing perhaps, some sort 

of belonging.  Most people really don’t have a clue. 

And I’d like to submit that this is a good thing. It’s one place where our not knowing 

works in our favor. It gives God more room to work in us. 
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We come with so few expectations of this ritual we cal baptism. We stumble into it, 

really. Then, it hits us like a bright light; it stuns us with its beauty. Because it runs 

against every human tendency to earn favor. 

God calls us to a life of good work in this wounded world. But like my son John—we 

need space to come freely—which is not to say we don’t sometimes need a nudge, a 

kick in the pants even. But the whole enterprise is born of grace, love, and the gaze 

of God upon us as we rise from the waters; a gaze of one who is pleased—not 

because we’ve done a lot—but simply because we exist. 

I love our baptismal liturgy. But there is one thing I would add to it, if I could.  It is 

the jewel in the story of Jesus’ baptism. It is the moment Jesus comes back into air 

from the water below, feels the gaze of the Father and hears this: 

Behold my Son, the beloved one, with whom I am well pleased. Or as the King James 

Bible puts it, Behold, my servant, whom I have chosen; my beloved, in whom my soul is 

well pleased: 

This is the jewel. 

Behold, John, my beloved, with whom my soul is well pleased.  Behold, Sally, my 

beloved, with whom my soul is well pleased.  Behold, Mike, my beloved one, with 

whom my soul is well pleased. 

I wish these words were grafted into the baptismal liturgy.  

They are the prequel to every good thing you and I will do in our lives. The soul of 

the infinite is well please with you. You are beloved. 

At the heart of Christianity is this image of a father blessing his son—

unconditionally, for all time, regardless of what is to come, or not to come. 

How much time do you and I spend judging and being judged? Am I good enough, we 

ask in the night watches?  Have I pleased you, we wonder as we look into one 

another’s eyes?  Have I proven myself, we question as we step into our public lives? 

Every day, we exhaust ourselves with not-good-enough, not-worthy-enough. Our 

sins of omission are greater and more shameful for many of us than our sins of 

commission.  Those things left undone leave us anxious and doubting our worth.  

“Why didn’t I forgive her?” “Why didn’t I speak to him about that?” “Why was I too 
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afraid to tell the truth today?”  “Why did I ignore his need?” “Why didn’t I roll down 

my window and give, if not money, at least a word of peace?”  “Why didn’t I do one 

small thing to help?”  “Why did I lose my courage?” “Why did I let my voice be 

silenced?”  “Why did I silence another?”  

All we need is one inner voice of judgment to preempt the space in our souls for God 

to stir our noble nature. And when those inner voices torment a person enough, that 

individual can do harmful, destructive things.  

We are indeed made with the capacity to choose freely to step into our calling with 

courage and joy and open heartedness. And we indeed have a responsibility to offer 

our lives as living sacrifices to address the ills of this world as Christ’s people.  

But none of it is possible without the jewel that lies at the heart of Jesus’ baptism.   

Whatever goodness you are capable of comes from this first gaze of God upon you—

behold my son, my daughter, my beloved. With you my soul is well pleased. This is the 

prequel to life, to joy, to courage, to wisdom. 

Communities of faith like this one call us to action in our world. Deacons, you exist 

to call us into the world, and thank God for you.  

We are meant to be people of action, to be sure. Yet, the starting point of it all is no 

action of yours or mine. It is, rather, the divine action of delighting in you. For no 

particular reason. How absurd. How counter to our world’s values. How essential to 

every good impulse humankind chooses to act upon. 

This is the jewel of our baptismal lives, and it shines brighter than any diamond, 

brighter than the north star in the night sky. 

The gaze of pure delight.  

So, whatever ails you, whatever weighs you down, whatever threatens to drown 

you, lift your head out of the waters. Listen, every day, to hear the prequel. Listen 

again and again—before your feet hit the floor. In the middle of your stress at the 

noonday. In the evening when you are weary. In the night watch when you lie 

restless, seeking sleep. Listen. 

Behold my beloved, with whom my soul is well pleased.  You. 

This is the jewel at the heart of your amazing life. 


