The gospel lesson today is the story of the baptism of Jesus as recorded by the gospel writer Luke.  I am going to be reading from the first verse of chapter 3 which is different than what I had listed in the bulletin.  I want us to begin reading at the first verse so that we can hear everything that Luke says about the baptism of Jesus and what baptism leads into.

There are a couple of details in this story that Luke records that are different than the other gospel writers.  The first detail that I invite you to pay attention to is what is the form of the Holy Spirit that comes down at the point that Jesus is baptized?  
I ask that because in the gospel writer Matthew’s version of this story the Holy Spirit comes down at the point of Jesus’ baptism like a dove.  Like a dove.  A metaphor.  Or is that a simile?  I never could remember the difference.  But when we read this story in Luke pay attention to how the Holy Spirit is described.

The second interesting detail in this story which I invite you to pay attention to is who is Jesus baptized by in this story?  The gospel writers Matthew and Mark clearly say that John whom we call John the Baptist performed the baptism of Jesus.  When we read this story today, who does the baptism?  Very interesting as we begin to read this story.

Read Luke 3:1-22

So going back to my opening two questions.  How does the Holy Spirit descend?  Luke says that the Holy Spirit came down in bodily form as a dove.  So did the Holy Spirit come down like a dove as Matthew tells us or did the Holy Spirit come down as a dove as Luke describes it?  

And then the second question I raised.  Who baptized Jesus in Luke’s retelling?  As Luke records the story, John is put in prison by Herod prior to the baptism.  This is a different order than Matthew and Mark record it.  Matthew and Mark tell about John being arrested well into the ministry of Jesus but Luke records his arrest and imprisonment prior to the baptism of Jesus.  Therefore, if John is in prison, how could he baptize Jesus?  
Interesting disagreement among the gospel writers about this point.  This is another example of why we have 4 gospels and we need to let them each stand on their own and not try to make them fit together where they do not.

But I want us to shift a little into what this story may teach us today in the midst of the lives that we do lead.  Professor Tom Long tells the story of going through the airport screening area prior to getting on a flight.  Any of us who fly as passengers or fly as pilots or flight attendants know the drill.

You take off your shoes.  You empty your pockets of change and cell phones.  You put your laptop computers on the x-ray belt and you walk through the metal detector. In Tom’s recent experience, while he was doing this, all of a sudden, one of the security inspectors at another checkpoint shouted "Stop!" in a loud voice. 
What had happened was that a man at the checkpoint had simply forgotten to take the change out of his pockets and had set off one of the metal detectors. Innocently unaware that he had done this, he kept on walking toward his gate. It was nothing really. No big deal. But when the inspector shouted "Stop!" everybody in the whole area froze, and the airport grew deathly silent. According to Tom, you could almost touch the fear in the air.

As he walked to his plane, Tom thought to himself, “You know, the old world where we thought we were safe and secure is gone now. We don't know what's going to happen next in the world, and it makes us anxious and afraid."  
This fear is what is driving our national discussion right now about gun control.  If we pass enough laws, some of us think, we will make ourselves safe.  If we equip enough people with guns, some of us think, we will feel safe.  Our national conversation is a conversation being driven by fear of what might happen tomorrow.  Good decisions are not usually made when people are afraid.
And as Tom Long explains, “It's one thing to trust God, to feel close to God, to feel God caring for us when life seems stable, secure, and safe, but what happens in those times where we thought we were safe and secure dies and the winds blow and the world shakes and fearful change and terror seem to be at every hand? What happens to our faith then? 
It is at this point, for us Christians, that our baptism offers us an answer.  Baptism reminds us that in a world of fear and change and anxiety and chaos, we are reminded that we are a child of God and that we are loved by God.  If we claim the words that were shared by God to Jesus at his baptism as words which are shared with us, then we are reminded that we have nothing to fear.  
You are a child of God.  And at your baptism the words are announced that you are very special.  At your baptism it is announced that you are loved by God.  At your baptism, God says that God is pleased with you.
So does someone need to be baptized to be loved and claimed by God?  Some would say “yes” to that question.  Some look to baptism as a requirement for entering into God’s love.  But another way of viewing baptism is as an announcement.  At baptism, whether as an infant or a teenager or as an adult, baptism can be seen as an announcement to the world so that you can celebrate and own that you are loved by God and that you are announced as a child of God.

So what do we do with this announcement of God’s love for us and being claimed as one of God’s sons or daughters?  Well, we are invited to respond to the ways that God loves us, God welcomes us, God calls us one of God’s own.  
I want to end with a story of what I think it means to come to terms with being loved by God and responding in obedience.   

Pastor Michael Brown tells the story of a man in his church.  This man volunteers working on a minimum of two Habitat for Humanity houses a year. He's quite a gifted carpenter and can get twice the work done in half the time it takes most people. Some years he works on five or six Habitat projects, but he has made both God and himself a promise that he will always do at least two. He's honored that commitment for over thirty years. 
He was asked by his pastor once about the source of his passion for that ministry, and he told his story. After returning from Vietnam, he struggled to readjust. He had no close family structure, so he drifted ... town to town, job to job. The one thing he did have was a talent for carpentry, so he could usually find a building site that needed an extra hand. 
Finally, in a small Midwestern town, he signed on to help build a development of six moderately sized and affordably priced houses. He told the foreman that he would be happy not only to do carpentry but also to provide security, bringing his sleeping bag with him and spending the nights on site. So he did that, house by house. 
The owner of the company was impressed by the man's abilities and commitment--and he was also aware that apparently he had no other place to sleep. So, at the close of the project, almost a year in the making, the business owner took the man aside and said: "I want to thank you for what you've done. And I want you to stay on with the company." 
Then he handed the man a set of keys and said: "The sixth house we built is yours. Take it." "But I can't pay for it," the carpenter said," to which his employer answered: "You'll find a way." 
"My volunteer work," the man told his pastor, "is how I have repaid him. At least twice a year I put a roof over the head of someone else who needs it, just as he did over mine."
Claim your baptism.  If you have never been baptized, you are invited into baptism so that it can be announced to the world that you are a child of God.  You are loved by God.  And that God is pleased with you.  AMEN.  
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
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Prayers of Confession
Mighty and merciful God, you have called us to be your people and claimed us for the service of Jesus Christ.  We confess that we have not lived up to our calling.  We have been timid and frightened disciples, forgetful of your powerful presence and the strength of your Spirit among us.  O God, forgive our foolish and sinful ways we pray.

Prayers of the People
Our prayer comes from words adapted from John Stendahl who wrote these words in an article in the publication “Christian Century” which I think are fitting for a prayer today.  Let us pray, Dear God, not every cry can be answered and not every call is from you, O God. So it is a blessing when we can thank you for the joy of purpose in our lives and for times when the call to a certain task seems clear. Yet even when our callings seem hard to sort out or beyond our ability to fulfill, even in the day of failure and betrayal, we pray to remember again the calling that comes first and last. The tasks and duties do matter, but what abides -- our identity, our belonging, our hope -- is heard here by the waters. You call us your son, your daughter, beloved, and a delight to you.
