St. Mary of the Angels   The Baptism of the Lord  1/12/20
Isaiah 4:1-4, 6-7;  Acts 10:34-38;  Matthew 3:13-17
My Brothers and Sisters,
This week our brother Terry emailed me to say that he had been pondering the Gospels that stretch from now until Ash Wednesday and he saw that two key questions emerge for us to pray about and respond to:  1) Who is Jesus? And 2) as disciples, who are we?  
And then Terry presented the image of a tree.  As you know, each year, another circle is added to the trunk of a tree.  Each circle is added to the previous circle and all circles go back to the core center.  So, the two questions are not new questions; they have been asked for two thousand years.  But 2020 is a new year, a new decade, and we stand in a new place.  We have a new circle to add.  What might it look like?
Someone told me humorously that 2020 is the year of ophthalmologists.  Well, we want to look at these old questions with new faith-filled 2020 eyesight  because – let’s face it -- we begin this year of 2020 on a shaky foundation with storm clouds ahead.
We begin with a terrible tension between our country and Iran.
We begin a painful but necessary impeachment process.
We begin a year of critical elections.
We begin a year of the UK breaking from the EU which, in turn, threatens a breakdown within the UK itself.
Sadly, we begin with the demise of our Patriot dynasty and the threat of losing TB12.
And, maybe you begin a year with a significant round number birthday, or big family decisions, or work or retirement or relocation considerations.
So, against this new circle of events in 2020, we once again ask: 1) Who is Jesus, and 2) as disciples who are we? How do faith and events come together this year?
Today, we begin to answer those questions with the baptism of Jesus. His baptism goes back to the inner core.  John’s baptism had been calling people to repentance, a turning away from the past and preparing for something new.  But, when John baptized Jesus, the something new actually took place marked by three signs:  1) the heavens were opened, 2) the Spirit descended, and 3) the Father spoke.
1) When the heavens opened, God was signaling that God in Jesus was now totally available to humankind. There was nothing now blocking earth from heaven, nothing coming between us and God.
2) When the Spirit descended, the power of God, the power of love, descended, as it would again at Pentecost, -- now pictured as a dove, later as wind and flame.  The dove may symbolize peace; but more deeply, it symbolizes love.
3) When the Father spoke, he spoke to all of us.  He said, “This is my beloved son with whom I am well pleased.”  I prefer the translation that says, “This is my beloved son in whom I delight.”  To please has a connotation of doing something that is pleasing.  That is not the meaning.  God delights in Jesus, not because of what he does, but because of who he is.  Jesus is his son.
So, who is Jesus?  Jesus is God’s beloved son in whom God delights.  That is the inner core of the tree.
Who are we?  Through our baptism we became God’s beloved adopted daughters and sons in whom God delights -- as were our parents and ancestors and all the baptized of history, circles and circles of them, going back to Jesus, the original beloved of God.  Our baptism made us beloved and delightful adopted daughters and sons of God.  And it is not about what we do, or how we behave, but who we are.  This is hard to believe and accept.
But, unless we accept deeply and fully the truth of our beloved-ness by God and our delightfulness to God, we will have no further circles to add to the tree of life.  We can only give what we have received.  If we do not see ourselves as beloved daughters and sons of God, we will not see others as beloved daughters and sons of God.  If we do not see God delighting in us, we will not see God delighting in everyone else – no matter who they are and what their faults.  In turn, we will probably not express our love and delight in all our sisters and brothers. Another circle of love and delight will not be added unless we add it.
This is today’s lesson in discipleship.  It is just our first lesson, but it is the foundation to build on.
Coming home here to St. Mary of the Angels, it occurred to me that, at the sign of peace, we go around the church, greeting each other with peace.  But, is that really all that we do?  It seems to me that under the greeting of peace, we really offer our love and we show our delight.  We are circles of love and delight more than of peace.  These are visible in our gestures and on our faces. How wonderful!
And then, as we gather on all sides around the altar with Jesus being made present in the Eucharist at the center,  we are that circle of love and delight gathered around Jesus.
So, may we take away with us today this response to Terry’s questions about who Jesus is and who we are as disciples. We are, first of all, the beloved and delightful of God just as Jesus was.  And so, as disciples we want, this year, to add another circle of love and delight to the tree of life rooted in God.  We do so, as always, by presence, word and gesture.
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