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Lessons: Acts 10:34-43; Matthew 3:13-17 
 
 Will Willimon, the former Dean of the Chapel at Duke, tells the story of a telephone call he 
received one day from an angry father of a college student who had participated in some chapel 
programs at the university. 
 “‘I hold you personally responsible,’ the father began. 
 “‘For what?’ Willimon inquired. 
 “‘My daughter: We sent her to Duke University to get a good education. She is supposed to 
go to medical school. She is to be a third-generation nephrologist. Now she has got some fool idea in 
her head about Haiti and I hold you personally responsible.’ 
 “Willimon remembered who the daughter was. She was an usher in the chapel and had helped 
organize last spring’s mission work team. 
 “The father started up again, ‘None of this would have happened if it weren’t for you. She 
became attached to you. Liked your sermons. You took advantage of her when she was at an 
impressionable age. That’s how she got so worked up over this idea over being a missionary.’ 
 “Finally, Willimon went on the attack. ‘Now just a minute,’ he said, ‘Didn’t you have her 
baptized?’ 
 “‘Well, yes, but we’re Presbyterians,’ the father said. 
 “‘And didn’t you take her to Sunday School when she was little?’ 
 “‘Sure,’ the father said quizzically. 
 “And with that Willimon went for the kill. ‘Well, she was messed up before we got her.  
Baptized, Sunday schooled, called. Don’t blame me. You were the one who started it. You should 
have thought about what you were doing when you had her baptized.’”1 
 Today we remember and celebrate the baptism of Jesus and our own baptisms and all the ways 
that baptism actually “messes up” our view of the world. Having celebrated the birth of the child and 
the arrival of shepherds and magi, today we turn to baptism and the start of Jesus’ ministry and our 
own ministry. Baptism is our starting point. It is the foundation of our membership in the community 
of faith. At baptism we are reminded that we are all children of God, beloved of God, precious and 
honored and empowered to share God’s love far and wide. No matter who you are, no matter where 
you are on your journey of faith, you are welcome here. That is our foundation. It is broad and wide 
and all-encompassing and along the way we sometimes shrink it down, attempting to make it smaller 
and more manageable. Yes of course we know about loving God and loving our neighbors as ourselves, 
but let’s just make sure those neighbors live in Greenville. 
 Some years ago, I read an article about the ways that we tend to surround ourselves with like-
minded people. Chances are the people you live near are an awful lot like you—the same politics, same 
values, same way of life. That isn’t necessarily bad, but it is narrow and if we never really interact with 
others—with people who are different, people who come from other neighborhoods or other 
countries, then chances are we are missing something particularly important. All our like minded 
neighborhoods can build up misunderstanding of others and shrink down the ever widening circle of 
God’s grace. We do this in churches too.  
 Today we will ordain and install new elders and deacons. This is a day when I am particularly 
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proud to be a Presbyterian. Our form of government, the way that we ordain not just ministers of the 
word and sacrament, but also deacons and elders, asking them the same questions we ask of ministers, 
except for the final question, this is one of our great strengths. Yet, proud as I am to be a Presbyterian, 
we still have much to learn from our sisters and brothers in other denominations. We are not the only 
way. God’s favor includes others besides us. That is why being with sisters and brothers from other 
faith traditions can be so important. 
 Any of you who know the Methodists, know that they have a great musical history—they love 
good music—and one of the best, though lesser known Methodists hymns, was written in 1807. I 
have a copy of both the words and the music and maybe Bruce will use it as a hymn of the month, 
but I doubt it. It reflects an outlook that seems to forget the Methodists are not the only Christian 
denomination: 
 

The world, the devil, and Tom Paine, 
Have tried their force, but all in vain;  
They can’t prevail, the reason is 
The Lord defends the Methodist. 
 
They pray, they sing, they preach the best, 
And do the Devil most molest; 
If Satan had his vicious way,  
He’d kill and damn them all today. 
 
They are despised by Satan’s train, 
Because they shout and preach so plain; 
I’m bound to march in endless bliss, 
And die a shouting Methodist.2 

 
 Yes we can be proud Presbyterians, but we also need to remember God’s ever widening circle 
that includes even the Methodists. Peter understood this reality. In his time the church was struggling 
over the inclusion of gentiles within the community of faith. Good faithful people had grown up 
knowing that they were not supposed to associate with Gentiles. It was their tradition; it was in 
Scripture; they had learned this from the most important people in their lives. Then God expanded 
the circle, speaking clearly to Peter in a dream that he should not call unclean what God has now made 
clean. So, Peter proclaims today: “I truly understand that God shows no partiality!” As my friend Gene 
McAfee puts it: “God does not arbitrarily choose some and not choose others. God does not love 
some and not love others. God does not accept some and reject others. The message of divine 
impartiality is that God chooses those who choose God: ‘I truly understand that God shows no 
partiality, but in every nation anyone who fears him and does what is right is acceptable to him.’ 
 “All of those labels that we use to distinguish us from them – Jewish, Christian, Muslim, 
believer, infidel, American, orthodox, born-again, saved, conservative, evangelical, gay, traditional, 
Protestant, pro-life, Catholic, Bible-believing, progressive, male, inclusive, pro-choice, straight, female 
– all of those labels that mean so much to us mean so very little to God. The love of God and the call 
of God is for everyone who will respond to it, regardless of the labels others stick on them or the 
labels they stick on themselves. 
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 “No matter what side of the tracks you were born on, you were born into God’s love and call, 
for there are no tracks in God’s realm. 
 “No matter how old you are or how young you are, the love of God and the call of God are 
for you, because that love and that call are ageless. 
 “No matter who’s told you you’re unable, unfit, unqualified, or unworthy, the love of God 
and the call of God will still be speaking to you and for you after all the voices of condemnation are 
silent. 
 “The good news of God’s impartiality is that there’s room on God's bus for you, room at 
God’s table for you, room in God’s church for you.”3 That’s what our baptism is all about. 
 There is room in the church for every one of us. Wherever you stand on whatever the issue, 
the ever-widening circle of God’s love and God’s grace includes the likes of you. Messed up as we are, 
there is a wideness in God’s mercy that includes every single one of us. That’s what our baptism is all 
about. 
 
Let us pray: Gather us in dear God, the lost and forsaken, gather us in, the blind and the lame, gather 
us in the rich and the haughty, gather us in, the proud and the strong; Gather us in all people together, 
fire of love in our flesh and our bone. In the name of Jesus Christ we pray. Amen.4 
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