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It seems like only yesterday we were celebrating Jesus' birth. Righte! As quickly as it
always feels like Christmas comes, it's gone. The eleven pipers from last Sunday are

done piping. The twelve drummers are done drumming.

Yesterday, Amy, Gabe and | undecorated our free and took down most of our

decorations—a sure sign that Christmas is over.

We're now officially, liturgically speaking, beyond the season of Christmas and into the
season of Epiphany—itself known and celebrated among some Irish Christians, as well

as the Amish, as “little Christmas.”

It was only last Sunday that we got into the primary story of Epiphany: the journey of
magi “from the East,” foreign—which is to say, non-Jewish—astrologers, guided by a
mysterious star, to visit and offer gifts to the newborn Jewish Jesus. Word having traveled
far and wide that this Jesus was something special, franscending the usual boundaries

and divisions of this world.

The journey of magi, in clear defiance of King Herod's unjust order, that ultimately sent

them home by another way.

And just like that, more or less, Jesus is all grown up. The Gospels hit fast forward on the

remofte.

In Luke, the only other gospel that includes a birth narrative—one that is, for the record,
strikingly different from, even contradictory to, the story from Matthew—we do get a

fleeting glimpse of the child Jesus. And | mean fleeting!

We see eight-day-old Jesus, taken by his mom and stepdad to be circumcised in the
temple, in Jerusalem. And in the next breath, Jesus is 12, in middle school, and in
Jerusalem again with his parents for the annual festival of the Passover. Mary and

Joseph somehow lose track of him, head home without him before realizing that he’s



nowhere to be found. They go back to Jerusalem and find him sitting among the

teachers in the temple. Of course.

Luke’s gospel concludes the account of Jesus' childhood like this—chapter 2, verse 52:
“And Jesus increased in wisdom and in years, and in divine and human favor.” They

grow up so fast, don't they?

In Matthew, the story moves even faster. From the magi, the escape to Egypt and then
return to Nazareth, straight to John the Baptizer. The one initially infroduced through our
Advent readings, called to prepare the way for the adult Jesus. Calling for repentance,
offering baptism with water but pointing to One who will baptize with water and the

Spirit.
That's also where Luke takes us immediately following the whole missing-child incident.

And then, in both Luke and Matthew, we arrive at Jesus' baptism. That's where we find

ourselves this morning.

As we noted last week, within Eastern Christian tradition, it is Jesus’ baptism—not the visit
of the magi—that’s the primary Epiphany event. Revealing Jesus to the whole world as
of God, God's own.

In Matthew'’s telling, we get the story in two parts.

Part 2 is the highlight, of course, the part we all remember. The actual baptism. Jesus
immersed, submerged in the waters of the Jordan River; the Jordan River, we know, also
marking the boundary for the long-suffering Israelites between wilderness and promised

land, between captivity and freedom. No small detail, though only Matthew includes it.

Part 2 is also the part which informs and inspires our understanding of baptism as ritual:
“...just as (Jesus) 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. And a voice

from the heavens said, ‘This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom | am well pleased.’”



Beloved. Agapitos, from the Greek root word for love, agape. The highest form of

selfless, unconditional love.

A ritual rooted in AGAPE belovedness, as we affirm and celebrate every single time we

baptize someone at Calvary. Most recently, KeKe and Morgan.

Where the Spirit is, there is love. Where the Spirit is, love IS. Coming up out of the water,
Jesus is both Spirit-filled and love-drenched—reminded of his inherent, non-negotiable,
unconditional belovedness as a child of God. The divine belovedness that will ground

his public life and ministry.

Which brings us back to Part 1 of the story. Luke's gospel doesn’t include it but I'm SO
glad Matthew’s does. SO glad!

Again, Jesus has traveled from Galilee to the Jordan to be baptized by John. We know
that John has been baptizihg many others before Jesus, with the fervent message to

“Repent, for the (kindom) of heaven has come near.”

Jesus comes to be baptized by John, but John won't do it: “I need to be baptized by
you, and do you come to me?¢” The John who says elsewhere that he's not worthy even

to untie or carry Jesus' sandals, says here to Jesus, You should be baptizihg me!l

For all of our Advent anticipation surrounding Jesus' coming, our active, expectant
waiting, Jesus’ response to John—right here, before he himself is baptized—gets to the
heart of what exactly it is that we've been waiting for. It sets the stage for everything

that follows.
“I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?2”

“Nonsense!” is what Jesus ESSENTIALLY says. “Let it be so now;"” is what he ACTUALLY

says, “for it is proper for us in this way to fulfill all ighteousness.”

You NEED to baptize ME because “it is proper for us in this way to fulfill all righteousness.”

And what is righteousness but love in action. Love in practice. Love in the flesh.



In other words, John and all of us who would listen and pay attention, forget everything
you think you know about worthiness. And while you're at it, forget everything you think

you know about kings. And forget everything you think you know about me.

Through this simple act of INSISTING that John baptize him, Jesus affirms JOHN'S inherent
worthiness. Before experiencing HIMSELF the ritual that would affirm his own divine
belovedness, Jesus affirms John's. John's inherent, non-negotiable, unconditional

belovedness.

Forget everything you think you know, he says, including about yourself. You are God's

own, beloved to the core. Worthy from the start.

The Spirit doesn’t dramatically descend in THAT moment like a dove, but make no
mistake, the Spirit is there. Because where the Spirit is, love is. And where love is, the Spirit

is. To be Spirit-filled is to be love-drenched, and to be love-drenched is to be Spirit-filled.

In his letter to the church in Galatia, the apostle Paul reflects on what he calls the “fruit

of the Spirit.” Guess what's first in the list?
Love. It furns out that both the ROOT and the FRUIT of the Spirit is love.

Love first, and then, Paul goes on, “joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity,
faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.” And self-control, and by self-control think
balance. Balance in all things—flourishing rather than excess. Intentionally, thoughtfully

attuned to what is enough.

Where love is, you KNOW the Spirit is. And where the Spirit is, you KNOW love is. LOVE is
the primary mark of the Spirit’'s presence at work in us and in the world. Love is the

primary evidence that we are Spirit-filled.

When we are love-soaked like Jesus, immersed in our own divine belovedness as we are
immersed in water through the ritual of baptism, we are freed from the heavy,

exhausting burden of trying to prove it. To others. To ourselves.



Jesus affirms for John, as God'’s Spirit affirms for the baptized Jesus in descending like a
dove, that there is nothing to prove. When you are Spirit-filled and love-soaked, there is

nothing left to prove. There is only love. And it is enough.

As Eckhart von Hochheim writes, the 14th-century German priest and mystic century

German priest and mystic, writes:

If | could learn to let go of what |
have and was and will be, of all

the good gifts You have given,
then | could frust myself to

know who [ fruly am, which
is the only one You desire,

for You are everlove, and |
am ever loved, and it is enough

tfo know and be Your beloved.

And when we know ourselves as God's beloved, and there is nothing left to prove,
imagine the possibilities! Imagine what's possible when your heart is soft, open, rooted
and grounded in your own divine belovedness! When you know that you are loved,
and so when you dare to love yourself, you are freed to love the world around you.
Your capacity to love the world around you as God does is ultimately determined by

your capacity to love YOURSELF as God does.

Think about how much time and energy we waste when we are not soft and open and
rooted and grounded in that love. Think about how much time and energy we waste
because we are rooted instead in our own fear-turned-anxiety, turned-depression,
turned-apathy, turned-animosity. Rooted in our own sense of inadequacy, our own

belief that we are unworthy and that we need to prove ourselves worthy.

Think about how much GOODNESS we withhold—including to ourselves—when we are

so rooted. How much fruit is left to rot on the vine.

Think about how much DAMAGE we do—including to ourselves—when we are so

rooted. Think about how much damage we do as a species. Fear, hatred, injustice,



oppression, violence—on intimate and global scales—ALL frace back to this mistaken

belief, when we do not see and know ourselves as God'’s beloved.

When | was first struggling with anxiety and depression as a young adult, my therapist at
the time reminded me over and over and over again how much time and energy | was
giving to my negative self-perception, to my unworthiness. And so how little time and
energy was left to just be my God-given, beloved self, to just enjoying life, frusting that

the rest would follow.

When we give so much to questioning or rejecting or proving our belovedness, there is

little left for love.

We know on larger, social scales, that one’s worthiness, belovedness, is so often and
deliberately, maliciously, muddied by those in authority to justify and reinforce THEIR
worthiness, THEIR belovedness, and so THEIR authority. They wouldn't say it like that, of
course, but that's what's happening. It's classic bully behavior. Putting you DOWN

makes me feel UP.

We see it all around us. Others’ worthiness and belovedness is threatened by the
absolutely and relatively powerful and power-hungry, big-scale bullies, to justify and
reinforce their own power and privilege. WE are in and THEY are out. We are deserving
and THEY are not. We are WORTHY and they are not. We are BELOVED and they are

not. Not enough love to go around.

They are purveyors of both the myth of scarcity and the myth of meritocracy. They get

what they deserve and so do you.

| don't need to tell you, but this is our blood-stained human history. It's socio-economic

history. It's political history. It's religious history.
It's today’s headlines.
It's purity codes. It's caste systems. It's crusades.

It's slavery and Jim Crow and the new Jim Crow.
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It's poll taxes and literacy tests and voter ID laws.

It's racism, classism, sexism, heterosexism, white Christian nationalism, anfi-semitism,

Islamophobia, xenophobia.

It's the Gl Bill and blockbusting and redlining.

It's glass ceilings and welfare queens and a still $7.25 federal minimum wage.
It's three strikes you're out and mandatory minimums.

It's ICE raids and border patrols.

It's God hates fags and *homosexuality is incompatible with Christian teaching.”
It's asbestos-filled schools and unfair funding formulas.

It's reservations and ghettoes and gated communities.

It's land theft and extinct species and climate change.

It's genocide. And it's everywhere.

But Jesus insists, as the Spirit affirms, that we tune out any and all voices that would call
into question our own and each other’s worthiness and belovedness. It is inherent, non-

negotiable, unconditional because God has made it so.

The God who is Love itself. The 13th-century Persian Sufi mystic, Islamic scholar and poet,

Rumi, describes God like this:

You come fo us from another world;

From beyond the stars and a void of space
Transcendent, pure — of unimaginable beauty.
Bringing with You the essence of Love.

You transform all who are touched by You —
Mundane concerns, troubles and sorrows dissolve in Your presence
Bringing joy to ruler and ruled, to peasants and kings.
You bewilder us with Your grace;

All evil is transformed into goodness.

You are the Master Alchemist!

You light the fire of Love in earth & sky,



In heart and soul of every being.

Through Your loving, existence & non-existence merge -
All opposites unite —

All that is profane becomes sacred again.

All that is profane becomes sacred again. Spirit-filled and love-soaked. Tune out the
unrighteous voices and listen only, only, ONLY for and to the voice of God. Forget
everything you think you know, including about yourselves. You are God's own,

beloved to the core. Worthy from the start.

Friends, when we are soft and open and rooted and grounded in our OWN
belovedness, there is plenty of love to give—including, but by no means limited, to
ourselves. Love in action. Love in practice. Love in the flesh. Love which ultimately looks
like justice because, as Cornel West reminds us, “justice is what love looks like in public.”
Our private belovedness necessarily, naturally, translates to public belovedness—
working toward a world where each other’s belovedness is affirmed and embraced

and valued and celebrated.

That's the spirit at work in our reading from Isaiah; the prophet describing God's servant,
Israel, but ultimately describing all those children of God rooted in and servants to

God'’s love.

“Here is my servant, whom | uphold, my chosen, the delight of my soul; | have set my

spirit upon my servant who will bring forth justice to the nations. My servant will not cry
out or raise her voice, or make it heard in the street. A bruised reed he will not break,

and a dimming wick they will not quench; my servant shall bring forth true justice. My
servant will not be dimmed or bruised until he has established justice in the earth, and
for her teaching the coastlands wait. Thus says HOLY GOD, the One who created the
heavens and stretched them out, who spread out the earth and her progeny, who

gives breath to the people upon her and spirit fo those who walk in her.”

Where the breath of God, the Spirit of God, is, love and justice are. Where love and
justice are, the breath of God, the Spirit of God, is. Where belovedness is affirmed and
embraced and valued and celebrated, love and justice roll down like water and

righteousness like an ever-flowing stream.
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Born of water AND the Spirit. Spirit-filled, love-soaked, with PLENTY of love to go around.

Meister Eckhart, again, puts it betfer than | ever could:

| often wonder if | am lovable,
and love cautiously because

| know how easily | can be
hurt and broken,

but You do not hesitate
foward me, since You

are all love and only love,
and when You love You

love without measure, and
when you love me in

this way | find who | am
and who You are, which

is all and ever only love.

May it be so.



