You’ll notice something different about the sanctuary this morning.  I’ve moved the font, temporarily.  The first Sunday after the Epiphany we celebrate the baptism of Jesus at the River Jordan, and so today I’ve placed the font here to give us a visual reminder of the importance of baptism – along with the Paschal candle, the light of Christ, which is lit at every baptism.  

The font – the entrance into our lives as Christians.  Through the water of baptism we are cleansed of sin and raised to new life.  The font and the table are the two most important things in the entire worship space – they represent the sacraments of baptism and Eucharist.  
Water, blessing . . . 

“Almighty God, who through the water of baptism has raised us from sin into new life, and by the power of your life-giving Spirit ever cleanses and sanctifies your people: +Bless, we pray you, this water for the service of your holy Church; and grant that it may be a sign of the cleansing and refreshment of your grace; through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.”  (From A Priest’s Handbook)
Many of us do not remember our baptisms, we were either infants or too young to remember.  At our baptisms, the water of baptism was poured over us, or we were submerged, or perhaps just sprinkled – but the words are always the same, “I baptize you in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” 

But what is baptism?  It’s a sacrament – the logical next question, what is a sacrament?  Our Catechism gives us the answer to that question . . . The definition of a sacrament – it is an outward and visible sign of an inward and spiritual grace –grace being God’s favor towards us, the forgiveness of our sins.  

So, when we baptize, it is God doing the “work” – the water is the outward sign of the inward work that God is doing in our lives.  The water is not magic, it is just the sign, which is why we don’t really need to worry about whether we were submerged or only sprinkled.  When we are baptized, we are adopted as God’s children, and we are made members of Christ’s Body, the Church.  And when we are adopted, we are given a name – the name of Christian.
You might ask why Jesus was baptized – he didn’t need to be cleansed from sin – and you can see that John the Baptist had the same question.  Jesus needed to be baptized because he is the incarnation of God, he is God with us, Emmanuel, if we go back to Advent for a moment.  In Jesus’ life, we see our own lives.  In Jesus’ death and resurrection, we see our own death and the defeat of death.  And in Jesus’ baptism, we see what happens when we are baptized.  Jesus’ baptism serves as the model for all of our baptisms – and Jesus is given a name as well . . .

A voice from heaven proclaims, “This is my son, the beloved, with whom I am well pleased.”   Jesus is given the name of Son of God, the Beloved.  We are given the name of Christian at our baptism, Christian, beloved child of God.  And God speaks those very same words in our hearts at our baptisms – you are my Beloved.    

We are given the name of Christian, beloved . . . and it is that name, Christian, Beloved of God – that name is our strength, but it is also our challenge.  Think for a moment of all of the names you have been called over the years . . . Think for a moment of how we use names – 

“Sticks and stones may break my bones, but names will never hurt me.”
Well, we all know that’s not true.  We all know that names can easily be more powerful than sticks and stones.  Names carry power – they carry the power to build up, and they carry the power to tear down.  Sissy . . . chicken . . . control freak . . . bum . . . foreigner . . . bleeding heart liberal . . . right wing fanatic . . .

Yes, we have become a nation of name-callers.  This sermon was composed before the terrible events in Arizona, before the murder of a federal judge, the gunning down of a congresswoman, the murder of five other victims.  We have become a nation of name-callers, and where has it gotten us?  We do not yet know the specifics of the young man accused of this awful crime – we do not know whether he is completely detached from reality, or if in fact he was influenced by names and hostility, but we need to ask ourselves – do we really need for it to happen again to convince us?  Do we really need to wait for another dead 9 year old child?
Names tear down, names polarize, they hurt and harm the children of God, they diminish the kingdom of God.  Names encourage violence, names marginalize, they make others somehow less human.  
But the name we’re given at baptism, Christian, beloved of God – this is the name that we need to hold in our hearts – the name that gives us the strength to bear the names that are thrown at us, and it is the name that MUST give us the strength to never call anyone an ugly name.  It is the name that MUST remind us that Christ came to save the whole world, not just the people we agree with.  As St. Peter said in our lesson from Acts, “I now understand that God shows no partiality.”  Our name of Christian, beloved of God, is a blessing and a responsibility.  
In a moment we will reaffirm our own baptismal covenant – we will once again make the promises that we made at our baptisms.  I’ll ask you some questions, they all start with will you . . . and your response is, “I will, with God’s help.”  I will, with God’s help.  I will continue in the apostles’ teaching and prayers, I will persevere in resisting evil, I will seek and serve Christ in all persons, I will respect the dignity of every human being, I will, I will, with God’s help.  
 
Beloved child of God, listen to the promises you are making.  Beloved children of God, may we all take strength in the blessing of being a Christian, and may we all accept the challenge of living into those baptismal promises.  When you come forward this morning for communion, I invite you to touch the waters of baptism – remember the promises that you made today.  Remember the strength and the responsibility of the name of Christian, and bless yourself in the name of God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Amen. 
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