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Matthew 3:13-17 (NRSV) 
13Then Jesus came from Galilee to John at the Jordan, to be baptized by him. 14John would have 
prevented him, saying, “I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?” 15But Jesus 
answered him, “Let it be so now; for it is proper for us in this way to fulfill all righteousness.” 
Then he consented. 16And when Jesus had been baptized, just as he came up from the water, 
suddenly the heavens were opened to him and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove 
and alighting on him. 17And a voice from heaven said, “This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom 
I am well pleased.”  
 
 
I’ve been at this ministry stuff now for a little over a quarter of a century… a good long while. 
I’ve lost track of how many funerals, weddings, and baptisms I’ve officiated. And many of them 
are memorable. Like the baptism where the older sister, who was being held by dad, wanted to 
get in on the action and almost dove head-first into the font to get a handful of water to put on 
her baby brother’s head. There are lots and lots of stories about unique things that happen during 
these important rituals in life. You’ve probably got a few of your own stories.  
 
But, I’ll bet that not one of us can top what happened at Jesus’ baptism. We can set the stage 
with bowls of water to bless at the time of baptism. We can sing that hymn that makes everyone 
cry. We can ooh and aww over the unplanned, unscripted moments that the child will add to the 
event. But, for the life of me, I have not been able to figure out how to make the heavens open, 
bring in a physical manifestation of the Holy Spirit, and get God to audibly speak on cue.  
 
As much as we confess that we do our best to be like Jesus, there are some things we’ll have to 
let him keep. We can totally jump into and mimic his compassion, justice, generosity, prayer, 
even dying and rising again are all things we can do like Jesus. But, these special effects at his 
baptism, we’ll just have to let him have all of that alone and look elsewhere for the amazing 
things about our own baptisms.  
 
Wo, what does our own baptism matter? 
 
If we don’t get the special effects, with the heavens opening up and the voice coming from God, 
what’s the big deal with our own baptism? 
 
It does have something to do with the special effects, particularly the voice and what the voice 
said. The words spoken, “This is my son, the beloved, with whom I am well pleased.” 
 
It’s about relationship. In Jesus’ case, it’s about God making sure that everyone knew that Jesus 
was God’s son and therefore the inheritor of all that belonged to God.  
 
In our case, it’s about relationship, too. In Jesus’ case, it was God saying, yep, that’s my boy. In 
our case, it’s about us saying “Yep, that’s my savior.” It’s also about us saying “Yep, these are 
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my people.” And it’s about everyone else say, “Yep, you’re one of ours.” And, it’s about the 
Holy Spirit sealing it all together like duct tape.  
 
Baptism is about covenant. Baptism is about relationship. Baptism is not about special effects 
and fanfare, it’s about the effects of that relationship on what comes after. And life is what 
comes after baptism. 
 
After Jesus was baptized, he headed off for the wilderness for a time of solitude and 
contemplation. He experienced some pretty stark hardships as well as some pretty profound 
temptations. All along the way, he was tended to by his people (they were really angels but when 
you’re the son of God, your people are the angels). He was not left alone. He faced hard stuff and 
he was not left alone.  
 
That’s the connection. Facing hard stuff and not being left alone.  
 
Just before Christmas a few years ago, a dear friend of ours and incredible church person, lost a 
valiant battle with pancreatic cancer. It was perhaps one of the most difficult funerals I have ever 
done. Then, literally, the day after the funeral, Greg and I went on vacation. We arrived in Cocoa 
Beach the day before we were to set sail on a cruise so we had some time to begin 
decompressing before boarding the ship. Which meant I had the opportunity to walk on the 
shore.  
 
There were a million things bouncing around in my head and soul. Grief, anger, the future, what 
I was leaving behind at church that should have been done before I left, what would be waiting 
for me when I returned, helping a congregation grieve in the midst of my own grief. You know, 
those everyday things that we all walk around with. The hard stuff of life. 
 
And there it was, the illustration that brought it all together – struggles, grief, baptism, faith, life, 
responsibilities: A flock of seagulls. 
 

There was this flock of seagulls, about 30 of them, hanging out 
on the beach, just outside the reach of the waves. They were 
just there, hanging out together, doing the things that seagulls 
do on Sunday mornings on the beach. As people approached 
them, they just moved over or separated. One or two would 
take wing long enough to get out of the way but eventually 
ended up back with the flock. I stopped and took a few 
pictures and watched them preen and talk amongst themselves.  
 

Our faith is not something that is all about the special effects or a special roadmap that will 
somehow spare us from difficulties in life. Baptism doesn’t give us a magic shield that protects 
us from hard times or even evil. It’s a covenant like marriage but different because it isn’t 
monogamous – between just two individuals and God. Baptism is a communal covenant. It’s the 
church’s way of saying we recognize we can’t do the hard stuff alone. We can’t even do all the 
good or easy stuff alone. We need a flock where we can take the hard stuff of life and share it, 
knowing that there’s a group of folk who know that life is hard and messy. We need a flock who 
will stick together when things come along that might stir things up. We need a flock who 
realizes that perhaps the most important thing we can do is hang out on a Sunday morning and 
chat.  
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A little further down the beach there was a seashell resting in the 
sand like a small bowl, holding a thimble-full of water and a few 
grains of sand. It caught my eye because most shells end up in the 
sand upside down. But this one had landed the other way, like a 
small bowl and it held a small bit of water…. and some sand.  
 
For years, shells have been a symbol of baptism and the shell that 
I found on the beach was the best depiction of that symbolism that 

I have seen. There is was, holding that little bit of water that had rolled it onto the shore and 
while it was getting there, it managed to capture a bit of sand. There it was – the water of life and 
the grit that comes with life, held in the bowl of baptism. As I bent over to take some pictures of 
the shell with the water and dirt in it with the waves in the background, I realized that my jeans 
were wet halfway to my knees and my sandals were filled with sand - messy, gritty, real. There 
might just as well have been some preacher standing over me saying the words of 
baptism…something about dying to ourselves and rising to new life with Christ. There is nothing 
neat or tidy or easy about it because neither life nor faith is neat, tidy, or easy. But being in a 
community of faith that gets that somehow makes it less scary, not less hard, not more easy, not 
cute, or even attractive, just less daunting. I died a little bit more to myself and rose in the body 
of Christ a bit more fully that morning.  
 
It wasn’t done in a version of Hollywood special effect but the special effects were there, in the 
slowing down, taking my grief and putting it out there where God could do something with it, 
recognizing that God did just that and letting a bunch of seagulls and a little seashell remind me 
of some important things about life and faith and the church.  
 
This faith journey is not something we can or should attempt alone. So let us join with one 
another in sharing a celebration of faith: 
 
A Celebration of Faith 

One: The people of God have a human face. 
All: We laugh, we weep, we wait in hope. 
One: We lift our eyes 
All: and stub our toes. 
One: We love, 
All: and struggle. 
One: We fail. 
All: We stand, and always we stand on trembling ground. 
One: But God is God, and Jesus is the Christ, and the Spirit will lift up our feet. 
All: God is in the center, 

God is at our endings. 
Nothing lies beyond the love of God in Christ.  

 


