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Sermon – January 9, 2011 

“Beyond Baptism” 

Rev. Gwen Drake 
 

 

Scripture Reading:   Isaiah 42:1-9; Matthew 3:13-17 

 

Prayer of Preparation:  Gracious and holy God, may these words be for us your living 

word: touching us, enlightening us, empowering us and sending us forth as whole-hearted 

people.  Amen 

 

Baptism is one of our church’s two sacraments, the other sacrament is communion.  

Baptism is our initiation into the church.  It is the sign of God’s prevenient grace.  “Pre” 

meaning, before.  Before we have done anything at all to deserve it, God loves us and 

there is nothing we can do about it.  Baptism is the sacrament symbolizing God’s gift of 

love and grace, a free gift, offered without any strings attached at all.  Whether you were 

baptized as a child or an adult, as a Catholic or a Baptist or a Methodist, it is something 

God gives us—unconditional love and amazing grace—a kind of re-birth, through water 

and the Spirit.   

 

Baptism means you are forever connected to God and to God’s people.  Baptism 

means you belong to God.  Baptism means you also belong to God’s people.  So, today, 

you will be invited to re-affirm your baptism.  We will profess our faith, we will give 

thanks over the water, and you may, if you want to, come forward for a water blessing.  

You may be part of this ritual even if you have not been baptized and simply receive it as 

a blessing.  If you have never been baptized and would like to be baptized, let me know 

after the service and we will talk about how to make that happen for you. 

 

Today’s message, however is about living “beyond baptism.”  Yes, there is life after 

baptism.  Yes, you are loved by God.  Yes, you have a place among God’s people.  Yes, 

you are part of God’s mighty acts.  Even if you do nothing about it—that’s the message 

of baptism.  However, as a human creature, living in a very complex and messy and 

violent world, I am here to tell you, God needs us to live into the meaning of our baptism, 

into our life purpose—and it is probably going to take your whole life.  The world needs 

us to be fully awake and present.   
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I’m standing here, by the grace of God, still trying to understand what that means for 

me to be one of the baptized.  What is my life purpose?  What am I working toward? It is 

not easy for me to answer those questions.  I’ve spent a lot of years feeling numb, 

distracting myself from pain and loss.  It’s easy to do in a world like ourselves.  We have 

lots of ways to numb ourselves—from sitting mindlessly in front of the television, 

drinking another beer, or eating another bowl of Death by Chocolate Ice Cream. 

Life is about living connected to your self, to family and friends, and God.  We need 

connection, a sense of belonging, and we struggle for it.  Shame is a huge barrier to living 

a life of belonging and connection.  Shame is believing we are not worthy of belonging, 

of connection, of love.  I believe Jesus came to save us from shame!  Look at what 

happened at the River Jordan. When Jesus came to the River Jordan that day, he came to 

John.  You remember John.  He raged at the people like a wild man.  He told them to 

repent in no uncertain terms.  He shamed them into repenting.  And people followed him.  

They were baptized by him.  He put the fear of God into them. And when Jesus walked 

toward him on that day, I think John, the Baptist instantly felt shame.  “Who am I to 

baptize you?  You should be baptizing me.”  John felt unworthy.  That is shame.  He was 

not good enough or holy enough or righteous enough.  When we do not feel worthy 

enough, that is shame.  And what did Jesus do and say?  He told John, you are the one 

who is to baptize me.  You are the proper one to fulfill all righteousness.   

  

John said, “I’m not worthy.”  And Jesus said, “Yes, you are.”  That is what Jesus is 

telling all of us.  We are worthy.   

 

Dr. Brene Brown, PhD in Social Work at the University of Houston did 6 years of 

research on people, six years of collecting stories, thousands of stories.  She wanted to 

find out what was it about people, what was the pattern, the theme of their lives, that 

made them believe they were worthy of connection.  When she found this group of 

people who believed they were worthy, she named them “whole-hearted people.”    In 

this “whole-hearted” group of people she discovered four common themes running 

through their lives.  They all had courage, compassion, authenticity, and vulnerability.  

Courage was the ability to live their lives with their whole heart.  The Latin cour means 

“heart.”  Compassion was about being kind to yourself and to others.  Authenticity was 

being who you are, not who you think you should be, or what you think others want you 

to be, no pretending.  Then there was vulnerability.  These whole-hearted people believed 

that being vulnerable was beautiful.  Was it comfortable?  No, they were willing to be 

uncomfortable.  They were willing to take risks with no guarantees. They were willing to 

invest themselves without knowing what the results would be.  They were willing to stop 

trying to control and predict what happened. 

 

It was the vulnerability piece that sent Dr. Brown into therapy for a year realizing that 

she didn’t do vulnerability or tenderness and not only that, she didn’t even hang out with 

those kind of people.  She was a researcher.  She put into order the disordered.  She 

measured things.  She was a controller and a predicter.  And she realized that the ability 
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to be vulnerable was at the core of shame, while at the same time it was the birthplace of 

joy and meaning.  She went to therapy and then she went back to her research to discover 

more about living whole-heartedly and being vulnerable.   

 

Well, we live in a very vulnerable world.  It’s messy and uncontrollable and 

unpredictable.  This is not a bad thing.  It just is.  It is reality.  And you know what, in the 

history of humankind, it hasn’t changed.  It has always been messy and uncontrollable, 

no matter how much we try to understand it or control it.  Some of us handle this with 

grace and some of us struggle with it our whole lives.  Many of us, more than ever 

before, numb ourselves to it.  We would rather be numb than feel vulnerable in a 

vulnerable world.  The evidence is immense.  We are the most in debt, obese, addicted, 

and medicated group of adults in human history right now.  And the problem with 

numbing ourselves is we numb the whole range of our human emotions…not just the 

pain, we numb the joy.  Numbness is not selective of certain emotions.  We numb 

ourselves or, we blame.  Blaming others works quite well.  It discharges our own pain 

and feelings of vulnerability.  Or, we perfect.  We whiten our teeth, we botox our faces, 

we color our hair, we go to extremes to perfect our flaws.  As parents, we work at 

perfecting our children, preparing them for the right school, the right career, the right 

whatever.  And we work at perfecting the church with the right programs, the best music, 

the perfect preacher.  Well, our job as human beings and as a church is not about making 

everything and everyone perfect.  It is about telling our children, ourselves, and each 

other that we are worthy.  We are enough.  We are loved.  Jesus came to tell us this and to 

save of from the shame of not feeling worthy.  He came to tell us and show us that we are 

all worthy of connection and belonging.   He showed us this first by being vulnerable 

himself.  What is more vulnerable than being born as a baby?  He grew up in a regular 

family, in a messy world.  And then he walked up to a messy, wild man named John and 

offered himself for baptism just like any other ordinary human being who wanted a place 

to belong.  And what happened when he offered himself for baptism was the heavens 

opened up and a voice said, “This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am pleased.”  

Words of belonging and connection and love!    

 

Living beyond baptism is living a life taking risks, being vulnerable, and living whole 

hearted lives.  This means we let ourselves be seen.  I mean truly seen.  It means we love 

with our whole heart.  It means we practice gratitude and joy.  It means we finally believe 

that we are enough, just as we are.  That’s what it means to live beyond baptism.  And 

Jesus came to show us how.  He came to tell us we all belong.  We all are connected.  

And we all are enough and worthy already.  Jesus came to tell us God loves us and there 

is nothing we can do about it.  Amen. 

 

 

Prayer:   

God with us, we can sense the sacred in this sacred and holy place.  We feel your 

presence in our sharing.  We ask you to heal us, help us, touch us.  We work and struggle 
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and cope and survive and we are here wanting to let that go.  We want our hope 

rekindled, our strength revive, our faith refreshed.  Open our hearts and minds to your 

power that can shake the world through the beating of a heart.  Remind that you are 

within reach and we can find you at the core of ourselves and in the connection between 

us. 

Let us feel your love and acceptance today.  Let us open our hearts and now that we 

are worthy and we are loved.  Let us pray for the world, for those hurting places and 

people….even those we do not know about.  Let your presence be felt in the most 

desperate of places,  Let your peace invade the world.  Let your justice fall upon us all.   

We need you, the world needs you.  Let us believe in you and help our unbelief.  In the 

name of Jesus we pray constantly and with passion…Our Father….. 

 

 

 


