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Ole and Lena moved a retirement home in Arizona.  One of the advantages over their Minnesota 

residence was that they could cook out every night.  And cookout they did.  The grill was in use 

most every night.  Steaks, burgers, venison from their friends back home.  All was well until 

later in the spring.  Most of their neighbors were Catholics and they gave up meat on Fridays.  

But every Friday they smelled the wonderful temptation of grilled meats wafting through the 

retirement community. 

 

Finally the neighbors brought this concern to their priest who offered to help.  He visited Ole and 

Lena and said to them, “You know there isn’t a Lutheran church in our community, but the 

Catholic church is pretty close.  How about you become Catholics?”  Ole and Lena thought 

about it, felt like the Catholics were pretty good folks, so they attended the classes, studies and 

mass regularly before deciding to join. When they became members, the priest sprinkled holy 

water upon them and said, “You were born a Lutheran, raised a Lutheran, but now you are a 

Catholic.”  And like that they became members. 

 

The neighbors were relieved thinking this would resolve the issues.  But the very next Friday, 

they once again smelled ribs on the grill.  The neighbors walked to Ole and Lena’s house to find 

Ole standing over the grill holding his rosary in one hand and a bottle of barbecue sauce in the 

other.  He was pouring the barbecue sauce onto the ribs and was heard to say, “You were born a 

cow, raised a cow, but now you are a walleye.” 

 

On this Baptism Sunday, it is worth noting what baptism does and what it does not do.  Baptism 

does not make us into something we are not.  Theologian James White notes that most biblical 

and early church descriptions of baptism are not explained with deep theological meanings but 

with everyday images: birth, washing, putting on clothes, death and resurrection.  These common 

symbols offer an explanation of this mystery we call baptism.  We are given new birth, identified 

as children of an earthly family represented by those who present the child or person for baptism 

and as children of a holy family, the community of faith.  The washing represents the lifelong 

gift of God’s grace that cleanses us from sin and restores us to a holy state.  We speak of baptism 

as being clothed in Christ, a way of identifying that along with the external appearances, we are 

clothed with God-given gifts of love, peace and compassion.   

 

Although most baptisms occur within a community of faith, performed by a pastor or priest, 

baptism is not really what we do.  It is what God does.  It is God offering gifts that we can 

cherish throughout a lifetime. 



In today’s brief reading from Matthew’s gospel, Jesus has come to present himself for baptism.  

John has been in the wilderness inviting people to be renewed in this holy ritual, but seems 

surprised when he sees Jesus.  His initial reaction is to avoid doing this baptism.  He seems 

reluctant in this instance saying that perhaps it should be the other way around, Jesus should be 

baptizing him.   

 

We will see later in the gospels that during their lifetimes, there were some who questioned 

whether Jesus or John was the greater.  The gospel of John will dispel this quickly with the 

reading we heard last week noting that John came to testify to the light, but he was not the light.  

The real focus was to be on Jesus.  John’s reluctance in the baptism is another way of indicating 

which of the two was greater.   

 

But after his stated reluctance, Jesus tells John that is as it should be.  So John baptizes Jesus in 

the river.  When he came up from the waters, it said that the heavens were opened and God’s 

Spirit descended upon him like a dove.  A voice was heard from heaven saying, “This is my Son, 

the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.” 

 

I have spoken about this story on many occasions, focusing sometimes on Jesus, sometimes upon 

the meaning of the dove, sometimes the meaning of the words from above.  They are all worthy 

of our attention and study.  But while preparing for this text this morning, I kept finding myself 

drawn to John and his reluctance.  He clearly didn’t want to do this and tried to come up with 

valid reasons not to do this baptism.  And something about that felt very familiar. 

 

I want you this morning to step into the Jordan River, to stand in John’s shoes and think about 

those moments when you have been called to by God to a challenging task.   

 

If we look closely, this is a very familiar biblical story.  God is constantly calling people to do 

tasks that they feel inadequate to do.  God asked Moses to lead the Hebrew people out of slavery 

in Egypt.  One might think that a fiery bush would induce an enthusiasm within his heart and 

Moses would say, “I can’t wait to start!”  But, instead, Moses gave excuses of why he wasn’t the 

right person.  At one moment, he was going through the directory of people he knew and telling 

God who would be better equipped for this task.  And, as if God was not already aware, he 

pointed out that he, Moses, was not a good public speaker.  Perhaps he thought God was not 

aware of this. 

 

This is a common story throughout the scriptures.  Isaiah, Jeremiah and Amos are called to be 

prophets, but each one expresses doubts that they are up to this task.  One could organize the 

biblical stories around a theme of God calling the most unlikely of people to do the most 

extraordinary things. 

 

And that remains true today.  God is constantly working through everyday people…people like 

you and me, to accomplish incredible things.  So it shouldn’t come as any surprise if we 

experience that call and find ourselves responding like countless other biblical folks telling God, 

“you’ve got the wrong person” or “I could never do that.”   

 



There are many factors that might lead us to such statements.  On one hand, we are too busy 

comparing ourselves to others.  No matter what the task, there is probably someone who seems 

better qualified, more talented, better suited for the task at hand.  And we find ourselves reluctant 

to share our gifts because they may not measure up to how we perceive others. 

 

It might also be the result of self-doubts.  We find ourselves faced with a difficult task and we 

immediately think of all the reasons we will never succeed.  I’m too young, too old, not 

experienced enough, lacking in a particular gift.  Before we have even begun, we have compiled 

a list of all the reasons we could never succeed.   

 

In 1963, Andrew Young, the future U.N. Ambassador and mayor of Atlanta, was a young 31 

years old.  He joined Martin Luther King, Jr. and Ralph Abernathy in a protest in Birmingham 

Alabama seeking freedom and equality for African Americans.  King and Abernathy stepped out 

of the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church on a march to city hall.  Only 200 yards from the church, 

they were stopped by police and the leaders were arrested.  The rest of the marchers remained 

nonviolent as they sought to continue to City Hall.  The police chief, Bull Connor would have 

none of this.  He called out the police dogs that began to attack and bite the marchers.  He turned 

on the fire hoses with such ferocity that they knocked people to the ground.   

 

Those who were able raced back to the church.  Inside the church the marchers began to sing.  

The choir director came to the youthful Andrew Young and said, “You have to speak to the 

crowd.”  All of the noted leaders had been arrested.  Andrew Young was in dismay, but before 

he had a chance to decline, the choir director was standing at the pulpit introducing him. 

 

In his memoir he noted how unsuited he felt for this task.  Surely there was someone better who 

could lead them in this time.  He slowly stepped into the pulpit and simply spoke from the heart.  

His words brought hope to that difficult day.  His words soothed their physical, emotional and 

spiritual pains.  He told them that they were not defeated. 

 

Three days later they gathered to complete their march, this time with a stop by the jail to let the 

leaders know that they had not given up.  When they gathered, Bull Connor was out once again, 

prepared to inflict harm.  As they approached a police barricade, they quietly knelt and prayed.  

The marchers were estimated to be over five thousand people.  Someone said, “God is with us 

and we are going on to the jail.”  They stood and continued their march.  The people began to 

sing.  With firehoses aimed in their direction and police dogs held firmly on their leash, they 

walked forward.  Bull Connor shouted, “Stop them!” but nobody responded.  They passed 

through the barricade without incident.  When they arrived at the park alongside the jail they 

knelt once again for prayer and an elderly church sister shouted, “God done parted the Red Sea 

one mo’ time!” 

 

He didn’t feel up to the task.  He felt that someone else was better suited.  He doubted his ability 

in that time of need.  But, as we see over and over again, God provided the right words.  God 

worked through the servant Andrew Young, just as surely as God works through each of us.   

 

That is one of the gifts of baptism.  We are gifted by God with unique abilities and talents.  

When we doubt ourselves, when we doubt our abilities, when we doubt the possibility that things 



can be different, from the waters of baptism comes a reminder that God has called you for this 

moment.  You have gifts and talents that no one else possesses and those gifts are holy and worth 

sharing. 

 

Once while recruiting members for our Finance committee, someone suggested a new member 

named Daryl.  It seemed an obvious suggestion.  Daryl worked at a bank, had a degree in 

business.  He would be perfect for the Finance committee.  So we called him and he promised to 

give it some thought. 

 

It took only a day or two but he called back to decline.  His reasoning made perfect sense.  He 

said that he dealt with finances and numbers all day.  That was work.  He didn’t want to do that 

at church as well.  But, he said, there was another place where he was interested in serving.  He 

asked if we needed a Sunday School teacher for the youth.  A few weeks later he was selecting 

curriculum and setting up his room. 

 

My children were young at the time and Daryl was their teacher.  Coming home from church one 

morning I asked about the class.  To be honest, I was wondering how this businessman was 

going to relate to young children.  They loved the class!  Daryl was creative and insightful. 

 

On the Sunday when we talked about the plague of frogs from the book of Exodus, Daryl had 

gone to the store and bought hundreds of plastic frogs to fill the classroom.  He was incredible.  

He was a gift to those children.  Still to this day, they remember his creative approaches to 

biblical stories.  But, what I most recall is a man who used his gifts and talents in ways that 

inspired the children.   

 

We can always find reasons to downplay our gifts, to doubt our abilities, to assume that someone 

is more capable.  But I do not believe that God calls us to be timid.  I believe that God calls us to 

holy boldness.  There in the water, John may have doubted his abilities, wondered whether the 

roles should be switched, but he consented to do the baptism.  He did what he was able to do.  

And in so doing, all those around him were blessed.  When God spoke those words, “this is my 

beloved, in whom I am well pleased,” that was not only a statement about Jesus.  It was a 

statement that emerges from the waters of our own baptism.  God calls us Beloved, expresses a 

loving pride and encourages us to live boldly.  As we remember our baptisms, and recall our 

moments of reluctance or doubt, may we also hear that voice of encouragement that calls us into 

action. 


