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Text: Matthew 3:13-17  

When I was a Rector of St. Alban’s in El Cajon, a 
local Christian fundamentalist college invited me to 
be a guest lecturer and to come and present a talk 
about the Episcopal Church for their World 
Religions class.  It was a strange experience: my 
lecture that week was on a Wednesday morning, 
and I had been wedged between the Jehovah’s 
Witnesses on Monday and the Unarius Academy of 
Science folks on Friday.  The Unarians are the 
group who are waiting [for] UFO’s and 
extraterrestrials to bring them intelligence. And it 
dawned on me as I began to interact with the 
professor that he and his class viewed 
Episcopalians as a different religion – as not 
Christian.  At one point I [he asked] whether we 
believed that baptism was necessary for salvation. I 
paused a moment and said, “No, baptism is not 
absolutely necessary…. we don’t believe, as is 
taught in some traditions that people are 
condemned for not being baptized. However, we 
do see baptism as the logical first step of faith -
baptism is a blessing and a sacrament but it more 
importantly reveals our decision to say “yes” to 
following Jesus.” The professor’s jaw actually 
dropped, and he said, “Wow…that must mean you 
really are Christians!”   

But the fact that this professor…a man with a PhD 
in religion was confused about our beliefs in the 
Episcopal Church made me realize that perhaps 
we’re not always clear about what we believe – 
about the basics of our faith.   

And this is a particular problem because our 
culture has totally shifted. Christianity used to be 
pervasive in the western world – in the US and 
England and most of Europe – but it isn’t now.  We 
cannot assume any knowledge of the Christian 
faith in our culture anymore and we are living in 
what is termed “Post Christendom.”  Not only are 
people unaware about the basics of Christian faith, 
but even people born into “Christian” homes or 
who attend church may not know the basics of 
Christian faith.  But churches like the Episcopal 
Church and other mainline churches haven’t quite 
figured this out yet – our seminaries haven’t 

altered their training and churches keep doing 
what they’ve always done – and then wonder why 
the church [is] shrinking as if we don’t see the shift 
in our culture and we keep functioning as if we’re 
in the last century instead of realizing that our 
world looks a lot more like the religiously diverse 
world of the first centuries of the early church.      

But I want to be clear: I don’t think this is a 
negative thing but it’s a wonderful opportunity for 
the Church to learn from the example of the early 
and ancient Church and their practices in order to 
learn what It might look like for us to be the Church 
in a pluralistic and incredibly, beautifully, diverse 
world. One thing is clear: the early church valued 
education and knew how teach the basics of the 
faith. This is something we need to do again.   

People do not know who Jesus was nor do they 
know what Christians believe, or they certainly 
don’t know who we are as Episcopalians. When I 
was chaplain at the University of Michigan, I had 
my booth up at the campus activity fair and I recall 
a college student walking up and asking me, “What 
is an Epi-Scopal?”  Is that a medical device?  I said, 
“Oh you mean Episcopal?” and he just looked at 
me blankly.  When I began teaching newcomer 
classes at St. Alban’s in the East County, I started 
my first class and realized at least 3 of the people 
didn’t know anything (I mean anything) about the 
Bible, Jesus, or what the Trinity was. I had to totally 
re-write and re-structure the class quickly. One 
evening during a meal at a church who were 
feeding teenagers facing homelessness, there was 
that painting of Jesus that all of us think [of] – that 
classic portrait, and in between sips of soup [one 
young woman] looked up and said, “So who’s that 
guy in the painting.”  Someone responded, “That’s 
Jesus.” And she said, “Who’s he?”     

So here is our opportunity: I believe the Holy Spirit 
is at work in the Church, and in the Episcopal 
Church, bringing us to a new conviction to return to 
the basics and to no longer “assume.”  To teach 
and ground ourselves in the basics of our faith and 
to confront the fact that there are different and 
often louder voices than ours who claim to have a 
corner on not just Christianity, but on the truth 
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itself.  Our voice is important to add to the mix and 
we need to overtly declare and share with others 
our understanding of the basics of our faith – and 
the all-embracing love of God in Christ to our wider 
world.   

Today is part of the Epiphany celebration known as 
the Baptism of our Lord.  Notice that in the story of 
Jesus’ baptism, the Trinity is revealed and present:  
Jesus - the Son, God the Father in the voice that 
comes from the heavens and says, “This is my Son, 
the beloved,” and finally the Holy Spirit that 
descends upon Jesus in the form of a dove, at 
baptism-your baptism and every baptism. (And if 
you’re not baptized and want to be, let me know! 
We’d love to baptize!) But notice the similarity:  we 
invoke the Trinity, we bid the Holy Spirit to descend 
upon the water and upon you, and then we declare 
[you] to be a child and beloved of God.  It’s God 
saying to you: “This is my child, my beloved.”   That 
is what we proclaim in baptism-that’s it!    

You are loved by God and God has come to you, in 
one way or another. Baptism simply reflects our 
“yes” to Jesus- to follow him. We may have said 
“yes” to Jesus before – but we need to say “yes” 
regularly, if not daily. And in the new year, it’s a 
good time to teach and return to the basics. So, I 
invite you to say “yes” to Jesus today, whether for 
the first time or the ten thousandth time. Our 
baptismal liturgy always asks three foundational 
questions of each candidate that form the most 
basic starting in the Christian life – So I invite you 
now, in the still and quiet of your own heart to 
hear and ponder your response to these questions 
and the basic starting point of faith:  Do you turn to 
Jesus – to trust and love him, and to follow and 
obey him? In other words, do you say “yes” to 
Jesus?    

If so, then receive this baptismal prayer and 
blessing upon you:  Sustain these, your people, O 
Lord, in your Holy Spirit. Give them inquiring and 
discerning hearts, the courage to will and to 
persevere, a spirit to know and to love you, and the 
gift of joy and wonder in all your works. Amen. 


