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 Why is baptism so important to us? Why do we hang onto this ancient ritual and continue 

to practice it? For one reason, it’s important to us because it was important to the early 

Christians. In the gospels we’re told that John the Baptist was baptizing for the forgiveness of 

sins, so baptism has come to represent a cleansing for us. But Jesus’ baptism sort of creates a 

problem.  

 

 It’s a little embarrassing to have the one without sin receive a baptism for the forgiveness 

of sins. And the gospel writers struggle with that. In Mark’s and Luke’s gospels it’s just done 

without too much commentary. But in Matthew’s we have John voicing the question that’s on 

everyone’s mind, “Why are you doing this? Shouldn’t you be baptizing me?” And Jesus gives an 

answer that sounds a little off topic but it’s all dropped.  

 

 Paul had a completely different understanding of baptism; it wasn’t about sins and 

forgiveness. For him, baptism is a way to symbolically connect us to Jesus’ death and 

resurrection. In Galatians he says, “As many of you as were baptized into Christ have clothed 

yourselves with Christ.” So there’s a connection between baptism and unity with Christ; through 

it we enter into relationship with Christ in the most intimate way.  

 

 Baptism for Jesus is also an intimate experience. In baptism Jesus discovers his true 

identity, his True Self: “This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.” The 

discovery of our true identity is why our tradition has hung onto baptism. Baptism for us is a way 

of acknowledging we belong to God. It doesn’t make us better or more acceptable to God, it just 

confirms the reality of who we are. Because it’s easy to forget.  

 

 In a world where so many beliefs and commitments and organizations vie for our 

allegiance, we need to be reminded who we are. We belong to God. We are God’s beloved. And 

as Peter discovers, we’re not the only ones. One commentator points out that when Peter says, 

“Now I truly understand…,” the meaning of that in Greek is more like, “now I get it, now I’m 

catching on…” Peter is brought to a new understanding when he realizes that God will not 

discriminate between religions or races or nationalities. All belong to God.  

 

 But not everyone remembers. One of my favorite Celtic theologians is John Scotus 

Eriugenus who taught that we are created good, out of God’s essence, but we suffer from 

forgetfulness of the soul. Jesus’ life and teaching is meant to bring us to remembrance of our true 

nature. The church’s job, then, is to be constantly reminding those around us they are God’s 

beloved. Or, as Julian of Norwich said, they are not only made by God but made of God.  

 

 Baptism is our affirmation of that reality. When we enter into relationship with Christ 

through baptism we remember who we are and we’re given new eyes to see the world. The thing 

we often miss about Jesus’ ministry is he’s constantly calling folks to trust the presence of God 



in them: “The kingdom of God is within you.” “Your faith has healed you.” “Abide in me as I 

abide in you.”  

 

 If we embrace that identity, our true identity as God’s beloved, then we can see more 

clearly what we’re meant to do in the world. Have you seen the movie “Lion King?” The cub 

Simba, who is meant to inherit his father’s throne, runs away because he’s convinced he’s 

responsible for his father’s death. But one night, after he’s been away a long time and is fully 

grown, he flops on the ground sending his scent through the jungle. The priest of the lion pride 

smells Simba on the air and realizes that Simba is alive. So he goes to find him. When he does he 

tells Simba, “Your father is not dead and I can show him to you.” He takes Simba on this 

winding run through underbrush and trees, until they reach a smooth pool of water. The priest 

points to the water and says, “There is your father!” Simba looks and sees his father’s face 

staring back at him and then realizes it’s his own reflection. Then he steps out into a clearing and 

out of the stars comes the image of his father who says, “Simba, remember who you are!” 

 

 Once Simba remembers, he runs back to pride rock and takes back leadership of the 

pride. When we remember who we are, we know what we must do. We must go into the world to 

share what we’ve learned through actions of justice and compassion and generosity. Today we’re 

learning about a new model for doing that. It’s called Matthew 25, based on the parable of the 

last judgement in the gospel. In that parable those who go before the Lord aren’t asked if they 

held the right beliefs or interpretations, but if they fed the hungry and clothed the naked and 

cared for the sick and imprisoned. In other words, did they extend to others the same love and 

affection extended to them by God. When we remember that we are God’s beloved, we can 

recognize others as God’s beloved, too, and treat them with the respect and dignity they deserve.  

 

 And today, as we prepare ourselves for ministry in Christ’s name, you are invited to 

receive the seal of the Holy Spirit through anointing. You’re invited, those of you who feel 

moved, to come forward to be anointed with the sign of the cross in oil on your forehead and be 

affirmed as God’s beloved, secure in the knowledge that the Holy Spirit is at work within you…. 

 

[Congregation is invited to come forward at this time to receive anointing with oil] 

 


