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Marianne Moore was already a famous American poet when in 1955  
     the Ford Motor Company asked for her help 
         in naming its latest car model.  
 
She came up with the names Mongoose Civique,  
      Varsity Stroke,  
      the Anticipator,  
      Resilient Bullet,  
      Silver Sword,  
      Thunder Crester,  
      Pastelogram,  
      the Intelligent Whale,  
      Andante con Moto  
      and, ultimately, Utopian Turtletop.  
 
But the Ford Company went with the name Edsel for the new car,  
         after Henry Ford’s son.1

 
The car did not sell well--it turned out to be one of the more     significant 
design and marketing disasters  
        in automotive history… 
     …though I’m not sure “Utopian Turtletop” would have done much better. 
 
Names are important. 
Names give a sense of IDENTITY. 
 

* * * * * * * * * *  
 
Jesus knew that. 
 
At his baptism, he came back up out of the river, 
    fresh from John’s baptismal act… 
  …and the heaven’s opened to him 
   and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove. 
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A voice from heaven NAMED him: 
     “This is my Son, the Beloved…” 
 
A baptism can be a destination, a culmination. 
It can also be a beginning. 
 
Many—but not all—baptisms we have in this church 
      are with babies or younger people. 
  Baptism is almost always a kind of “destination”. 
 
You have to gather the family, 
  make sure the 100-year-old baptismal gown will still fit, 
          but not be too big. 
 Arrangements are made, 
 plans are confirmed, 
 a party is pulled together. 
 

* * * * * * * * * *  
 
This “baptism as destination” is common at any age… 
 
Kyle was nowhere to be found, and I missed him,  
       a colleague wrote recently. 
  In the weeks following his baptism and confirmation, 
        he was noticeably missing. 
 
  Other members of the confirmation class asked about him too. 
 
  Kyle and his family had come to the congregation  
       when he was in fifth grade. 
   They attended sporadically, 
    so I was a little surprised when I asked them   
     about confirmation class 
       and they responded positively. 
 
 Kyle and his parents came for the orientation meeting 
   and agreed to the covenant to participate in the retreat, 
          a mission activity, 
       and come to the weekly classes. 
 
  Kyle was serious about attending and rarely missed. 
  He quickly became a significant part of the group 
   and developed some wonderful friendships 
    with others in the class who had barely known him. 
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Since Kyle had not yet been baptized, he was not only confirmed, 
      but also baptized on Pentecost Sunday. 
 It was a marvelous celebration for all the confirmands.  
 
But that is pretty much where it ended. 
 That is when I knew we had done something wrong, 
        the pastor continues. 
  
When I checked with Kyle and his folks, 
   they all seemed a little surprised 
    that I was calling and checking up on them. 
 
I distinctly remember his mother saying, 
  “Oh, well, I guess we thought that Kyle was all done. 
   I mean, he was baptized and confirmed and everything. 
          Isn’t he done?”2 
 
Kyle had been baptized. 
He had been named. 
He had been IDENTIFIED as God’s own beloved. 
        He wasn’t done… 
 

* * * * * * * * * *  
 
With God, things are never “done.” 
BAPTISM…is a call to live and care about ALL the things 
      that Jesus lived for and cared about. 
 
According to a recent report of the Children’s Defense Fund: 
 

 Every 19 seconds in America a child is arrested. 
 Every 35 seconds a child is abused or neglected. 
 Every 4 minutes a child is arrested for a drug offense. 
 Every 44 minutes in America a child or teen dies from an accident. 
 Every 3 hours a child or teen is killed by a firearm. 
 Every 6 hours a child is killed by abuse or neglect in America.3 

 
If baptism means we’re “done” – we’re missing A LOT. 
If baptism is a “destination”--something isn’t working. 
 
Whatever age we are when we come to the waters of baptism— 
  --God has something much LARGER at work 
    than a mere “ceremony” or “photo op.” 
 
At baptism, we are NAMED. 
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Drenched, we are told WHO we are…we get our IDENTITY. 
 
Whether we see a dove or hear a heavenly voice, 
    at baptism, we are LAUNCHED on a JOURNEY 
        that takes our whole life 
    to live like Jesus lived, 
    and to care about what Jesus cared about. 
 

* * * * * * * * * *  
 
Some kids getting baptized know this. 
  Even if they don’t KNOW it…they KNOW it. 
 
When a kid being baptized grabs the microphone,  
      or tries to duck the water, 
      or grabs our hair… 
   …we all tend to chuckle—it’s cute…isn’t it cute? 
 
But what if it’s NOT cute? 
 What if it is an age appropriate response   
   to the plain fact that we have to die before we can live? 
 What if it’s a two-year-old way of saying 
    that she’s not so sure she’s ready to  
        live like Jesus lived-- 
    to, in the words of scripture— 
     --“pick up her cross…and follow Jesus”? 
 
Her name was Ellen,  
 she was due to be baptized at an Easter Vigil service— 
  --that’s an Easter service that occurs in the middle of the night,  
        when Easter actually begins. 
The only thing was that her parents wanted Ellen baptized by immersion,  
  and the church they belonged to had what we’ve got— 
     a baptismal font NOT suitable for dunking. 
 
So the priest got creative,  
 and without asking Ellen,  
  he decided that the best thing to do would be to take 
        a 36 gallon garbage can, 
   and decorate it with ivy to make it look pretty, 
     and fill it with water so Ellen could be immersed. 
 
 The night of the service arrived,  
   and unbelievably the garbage can looked—not too bad.   
  
But a three year old is savvy enough to know a garbage can  
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         when they see one,  
  and when Ellen saw the destination that priest had in mind, 
            she stiffened. 
 
But Ellen was also a brave little girl,  
 and her parents had rehearsed her well for this moment,  
   so she moved forward to the make-shift baptismal font,  
     doing everything she was supposed to do,  
   right up to the point where the priest  
       leaned down to pick her up. 
 
Then, she planted her feet FLAT against that garbage can  
  so that water went splashing everywhere,  
    and she screamed at the top of her lungs: 
         “Don’t do it!  Don’t do it!”4  
 
Was that cute? 
 …OR was that a faithfully appropriate response 
      that EACH of us has to die…to live. 
   
  Ellen recognized her new IDENTITY. 
  She recognized something in that water  
     of where Jesus was heading… 
        …and it’s high, hard challenge. 
 
Baptism is NOT a destination--Baptism is a beginning. 
 

* * * * * * * * * *  
 
In Matthew’s account of Jesus’ baptism, 
    the words that boom from the heavens— 
   --“THIS is my Son, the Beloved,  
     with whom I am well pleased”— 
  --draw our attention to several things all at once. 
 
It is God’s affirmation of Jesus—this fledgling carpenter— 
    --and on the ministry of healing and teaching, 
         and justice-seeking 
      on which he is about to embark. 
 
People present that day, would have heard echoes of Psalm 2:   
 Psalm 2 was a “royal Psalm”—read at occasions of coronation. 
  In other words, on baptism day, 
    those around him begin to realize 
     that Jesus is no ordinary carpenter. 
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These words are also a foreshadowing of what is to come. 
  Similar words are heard at Jesus’ transfiguration 
       in the MIDDLE of his ministry… 
  …just as they are absent in Jesus’ godforsaken cry on the cross.5 
 
Jesus’ baptism is all about his FUTURE IDENTITY.   
  For Jesus, certainly, it is a beginning, NOT a destination. 
 

* * * * * * * * *  
 
About four months after the shootings at Columbine High School 
        in suburban Denver in 1999, 
 I noticed a young man in his late 20’s who began attending worship 
         with some regularity. 
Inevitably, he’d come in just as the service was beginning, 
     sit near the side, and the back of the sanctuary, 
     always be quite attentive, 
     and always depart as soon as the service ended. 
 
One Sunday, when he attended the early service, 
  coming straight from work and dressed differently, 
       that I found out he was a firefighter. 
He apologized for his semi-firefighter attire  
     and I assured him it was just fine. 
That led him to introduce himself to me. 
 
His name was Matt. 
He worked at a station not far from the church in downtown Denver. 
And he told me that—except for a random wedding or funeral— 
    --he had never been in church in his life. 
 
 That led to another conversation a couple weeks later 
   as he uncharacteristically lingered after worship 
       on Baptism of the Lord Sunday. 
 
He asked about baptism. 
  What was it? 
  Why was it? 
  What did it mean? 
   
 He laughed that, as someone who worked with fire hoses, 
    he often felt like he “got baptized every day…” 
The conversation then turned to Columbine. 
  About being a first responder to that tragedy. 
    About what he saw. 
    How he had to go into the library after it was over 
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      and help transport bodies of the victims. 
 
It made him think, he said. 
  What was his life all about? 
  What was he doing? 
  How was he living? 
   About some of the choices he had made, 
     and priorities he had embraced 
       that now seemed….OFF somehow. 
 
…When Matt was baptized in worship a few weeks later, 
  it was like he heard his name calling him to a deeper IDENTITY, 
    introducing him to a deeper PURPOSE  
      than he had lived until that moment. 
 
  It was a new beginning. 
 

* * * * * * * * * *  
 
In that same congregation in Denver, 
  there was a large, extended family who all had come 
   from Lebanon and settled in Denver a decade before. 
 
They operated at Lebanese Restaurant. 
 It was a highlight for the whole congregation 
   every time a newborn in the family was baptized, 
  because they always brought huge plates of baklava— 
      --enough for the whole congregation— 
    --to celebrate the baptism. 
 
Because of the large family and lots of sons and daughters, 
   it seemed like we were having baklava every other month. 
 
The only time they didn’t bring baklava for a family baptism 
  was one of the most memorable baptisms 
        I’ve ever been a part of… 
 
When Maria was born, 
  the doctors told the family that she probably wouldn’t survive. 
She was hospitalized for one week, then two, then a month—all in ICU. 
  The prognosis continued to be grim. 
    So little hope of any development, 
    no real hope of any quality of life. 
 
In one of those grueling litanies of modern life, 
  the family took shifts being with Maria, 
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    never leaving her alone, 
    never giving up hope, 
     yet slowly coming to terms with  
       where things were headed. 
Finally, after ten months of this agony, 
   the doctors told the family that Maria was stable enough 
    to go home—if not to get better, 
      at least to live her last few weeks 
       outside the cold hospital confines. 
It was then that the family asked one day…about BAPTISM. 
 
Could Maria be baptized? 
Of course she could. 
  We could come to the hospital and do it there, 
     OR, we could do it once she got home. 
 
No, they said:  we want her baptized at Church. 
 
 Theologically, they had it just right. 
  It’s only in extreme situations that we EVER baptize 
         in semi-private. 
  It’s ALWAYS to be done in church, 
      in a regular worship service, 
      with everyone in church surrounding  
         the person being baptized. 
 
  There’s NO such thing as a “private baptism” in our tradition, 
   EXCEPT in extraordinary circumstances… 
        …which clearly this was. 
 
But the family didn’t want an exception— 
    --they wanted Maria to be baptized in church. 
 
 The problems were legion. 
   Risk of infection were so great, they had to be so careful. 
   She was in a modified wheelchair 
     with so many machines hooked up 
       that it was hard to move her… 
 
As it finally worked out, 
  Maria was discharged from Children’s Hospital in Denver 
        on Easter morning at 7:00 a.m. 
  
The ambulance that was taking her home made a detour, 
  stopping at our church, 
  before all the Easter services were poised to commence… 
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 …and where all the elders on Session— 

--all in gowns and masks to protect her— 
--were waiting to welcome Maria, 

    gathering to represent the WHOLE congregation. 
 
Surrounding her in a circle of love and faith and hope, 
  we baptized Maria in the name of our Creator, 
       and our Redeemer, 
       and in the name of the One 
        who sustains us  
        in all times and in all places. 
 
You could be forgiven for thinking that this event was a destination— 
   --a culmination of a long journey. 
    “At least they were able to have Maria baptized.” 
But I’m here to tell you, 
  as Session and family alike departed—this was a beginning. 
 
We NAMED her as God’s beloved. 
ALL who had gathered saw so clearly her IDENTITY as God’s OWN. 
 
Hard as the journey was for them, 
   in that moment, it WAS EASTER. 
 In that moment, Jesus was present 
     and the enduring promises of God 
      were so thick, you could taste them. 
 

* * * * * * * * * * 
 
The title of this sermon promised “Five Baptisms.” 
Here they are: 

- Jesus’ baptism with the dove and the voice from heaven; 
- Kyle, the baptized confirmand, who thought he was “done”; 
- Ellen, and her garbage can resistance; 
- Matt, the firefighter; 
- and Maria…in her wheelchair early that Easter Day. 

 
But, there aren’t FIVE baptisms in the sermon today— 

there are at least TEN: 
   Haley, Nnaja, Mark, Austin…whom we baptize today. 
       And ALSO…YOU. 

 YOUR baptism. 
 
YOU…being named as God’s beloved. 
YOU…being called to live as Jesus lived 
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     and to care about what Jesus cared about. 
 
YOU…receiving your identity – God’s child, 
      God’s ambassador, 
      God’s partner, 
      God’s agent of HOPE, 
        and JUSTICE, 
        and LOVE, 
        and PEACE. 
 
Your baptism—whether it was 50 years ago or last month 

of whether it it TODAY— 
 
 --YOUR baptism…is NOT as a destination.  
  It’s how you embark on your life with God: 
 
  held in God’s love, 
  led into the world to make a difference 
     by the SAME SPIRIT that landed on Jesus 
      that wet, wonderful day, so long ago. 
 
 …That from this day forth and forever, you see your life’s purpose— 
      --living the way Jesus lived, 
             and caring about what Jesus cared about. 
 
Amen. 
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