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It’s the right thing to do. That’s how she ended the conversation. I was 

exchanging text messages with a stranger, and that’s how she ended. It’s the right 

thing to do. Because this complete stranger had been kind enough to leave her 

phone number when she misjudged her space while parking her car, and left some 

pretty impressive scratches on our fender. When I called the next week, she kindly 

offered to pay for repairs. Sure enough, when I sent the receipt, she transferred 

money into our account. So I thanked her, and she simply replied:  It’s the right 

thing to do. That’s how she ended the conversation. 

Of course, I completely agreed with her. It was the right thing to do (!) 

especially since it saved me some money. But still I was surprised how I felt when 

she ended the conversation. Because the way it ended felt surprisingly cold. Don’t 

get me wrong. I was grateful, but I realized, it felt cold because she ended our 

exchange with a moral imperative:  it’s the right thing to do. I agreed. But maybe 

you’ve experienced this:  anytime someone uses a moral imperative to explain 

themselves, it creates a kind of distance. Whenever we use moral imperatives like, 

the right thing to do, we turn a relationship - even a relationship between strangers 

- into a transaction. It becomes impersonal. It becomes our duty. It becomes distant 

Again, that’s not bad, and in some situations impersonal distance can be a 

very good thing - just ask any of our attorneys in the room. Impersonal isn’t bad. 

It’s just distant. And in that situation I was surprised because there wasn’t any need 

to create distance. She’d just done something incredibly kind, utterly voluntary, 
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and completely personal. No one else even knew. So ending the conversation with 

a moral imperative turned it into something impersonal. Fair enough, maybe that’s 

all it was from her perspective. It was (still) the right thing to do. 

If we’re honest, Christian baptism can sometimes feel the same way. 

Sometimes baptism can look or feel like a impersonal transaction. One of the 

interesting things about being a priest is that I get to talk with families and 

individuals preparing for baptism. And part of my job is helping them consider, 

explore, learn, and express language that allows baptism to become personal. 

Language, knowledge, feelings, that allow baptism to become more than a surface 

transaction with God; something more than a duty, or a moral imperative. Because 

if Christian faith is anything, it’s incredibly, utterly, and entirely personal. 

To be fair, over the ages the church hasn’t always done itself a favor by 

encouraging a view of baptism that has often looked like an impersonal transaction 

or a moral imperative. At different times & places, the church has sometimes 

encouraged baptism as soon as possible after the birth of a child. The message in 

those situations (sometimes) is that we need to lock this child down for heaven 

before anything goes wrong. The risk is that we can almost treat baptism like 

magic, or like some kind of insurance policy. It’s a bit crass. Even if, practically 

speaking, infant baptism finds root in times & places with high infant mortality - 

and often high poverty. It isn’t just crass. It isn’t just political. It’s theological; not 

wanting to miss any opportunity to include even an infant - the smallest & weakest 
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- as completely & fully a member of God’s community. 

On the opposite end of the spectrum, the church has sometimes permitted the 

postponement of baptism as long as possible, giving the impression that our sins 

can somehow undo the benefits of baptism. In those situations, people sometimes 

feel like they should save up and make their baptism really count. Because after 

all, it just looks like a transaction. Deferred baptism often found roots in times & 

places where the rich or the royals wanted to avoid any limits on their war-making 

or lovemaking. So they sinned boldly & rolled the dice; saving baptism until the 

very end. The first Christian Emperor, Constantine the Great, famously deferred 

baptism “until just before his death.”  Apparently he didn’t want to risk the 1

possibility of any more sins.  

The church has a checkered history, for sure, when it comes to the message 

that we’ve communicated about baptism on the surface - either lock ‘em down 

when they’re young, or wait ’til they’re too old to mess it up. So it’s no surprise 

that today some people are still unsure what to make of baptism. It’s no surprise 

that some people still approach baptism as an impersonal duty or one more item on 

a moral checklist. 

For some people, maybe it’s not so different than that very kind woman who 

paid for the damage to our car. Maybe the reason for some people is simply that 

baptism is simply, the right thing to do. And of course, I agree. Baptism is the right 

 The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church. 3rd ed. rev., 2005. p. 408.1
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thing to do. Jesus himself says so when he comes for baptism in the Gospel of 

Matthew. In Matthew’s we hear that, “John would have prevented him, saying, ‘I 

need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?’ But Jesus answered him, ‘Let 

it be so now; for it is proper (it is right, fitting) to fulfill all righteousness’,” (Matt. 

3.14-15). Christian baptism is about “being restored to a right relationship with 

God and [then] living this out” in our lives.  So of course baptism is always the 2

right thing to do. 

And our invitation today, on the baptism of our Lord, is an invitation to 

consider, to explore, to learn, to remember some of the ways that our baptism is 

incredibly, utterly, and entirely personal. Our baptism - your baptism - is personal.  

It’s personal first, because Christian baptism is a personal call from God. 

That’s the message in our first reading from the prophet Isaiah. Because Isaiah is 

speaking to a people in exile. And he’s inviting them to a restored relationship with 

God. On the surface, we could say that Israel’s restoration was simply the right 

thing to do. Israel is battered, beaten, and suffering in a foreign land so of course 

restoring & rescuing Israel is the right thing to do. After all, God made a promise. 

Keeping that promise and restoring God’s people is the right thing to do. On the 

surface, maybe restoring & rescuing Israel is simply an impersonal transaction.  

But look at how it’s described. Look at the language. The language from the 

prophet is incredibly, utterly, and entirely personal: 

 Nolland John. NICNT: The Gospel of Matthew. Eerdmans, 2005. p. 154.2
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I have called you by name and you are mine. When you pass through the 

waters, I will be with you… Because you are precious in my sight, and honored, 

and I love you, (Isa. 43:1-7).  

There is nothing impersonal in God’s call of relationship. There’s no moral 

checklist or impersonal transaction in our invitation from the God. What we find 

instead is tender naming, courageous protection, and fierce love. God “loves his 

people and will do anything to [restore] them. Regardless of how difficult the 

circumstances or how far he has to bring [them home.]”  It’s “The logic of grace.”  3 4

We’re never too far gone for the God of our faith. That’s the message of our first 

reading. Christian baptism is personal because it involves a personal call from God 

It’s personal second, because baptism is an invitation to find our place in 

creation. That’s where today’s Psalm comes in. Psalm 29 is one of the hallmark 

songs of God as Creator. The God of glory who thunders over the waters; whose 

voice is full of majesty; who splits mighty trees; who makes the mountains skip for 

joy. This God is utterly beyond human imagination or understanding. The entire 

point of the Psalm is to silence pretensions for power or control. The point is to 

help us consider, explore, learn, and express the language of praise. Because our 

place in the presence of a Creator God, is one of praise. The only thing we have to 

 Burge, G. M., & Hill, A. E. (Eds.). The Baker Illustrated Bible Commentary. Baker Books. p. 666 3

 Goldingay, John. Isaiah. Baker Books. p. 245 4
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to offer is praise. “In  his temple all say, ‘Glory!’” (Psa. 29.9). That’s our place in 

creation. We occupy a place of praise.  

On the surface, we could say that praising God is simply the right thing to do 

because God is King. Maybe taking our place in creation is simply a duty or moral 

imperative. But that’s not the message of baptism. The message is that we don’t 

stand at a distance from God. We’re not spectators in creation and we’re not 

competing with God’s creation. We’re part of God’s creation. The beauty of Psalm 

29 is that, in baptism, we become “the focus of God’s creative powers.”  In 5

baptism, we’re named and protected, personally, in God’s creation. 

Baptism is personal first because we’re called by God; second because we 

find our place in creation; and third, baptism is personal because it binds us in 

community with other people. That’s the message in our reading from Acts.  

Our reading from Acts is one of the shortest readings you’ll find anywhere in 

the Lectionary. It’s just a few verses. Maybe it’s so short because it’s such a bitter 

pill. It was certainly a bitter pill for the first Christians. Because the message in our 

reading from Acts is that we don’t choose our brothers & sisters in the baptismal 

life. God is the one who chooses our family and binds us together. Because God 

doesn’t just call us into fellowship and relationship with Himself; God calls us into 

fellowship with all creation. 

In case it needs repeating, the Samaritans we hear about in our Reading from 

 Childs, B. S. Isaiah: A Commentary. 1st ed. Westminster John Knox Press, 2001. p. 3345
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Acts were considered unclean. Samaritans were a mixed-breed. Samaritans were 

unfaithful. Take your pick. Whatever political party you like the least - that’s the 

Samaritans. Whatever social issues get you most riled up - the Samaritans are on 

the other side. Whoever sits in “your” pew at church is probably a Samaritan. 

Whatever you don’t like at church or in life, just blame the Samaritans. The 

Samaritans were not friends with ancient Israel. 

So you can bet that at least part of the reason the apostles sent Peter & John 

to visit the Samaritans was to see if maybe, just maybe, there was a loophole, if 

there was some reason not to include them in the baptized community. Maybe they 

could have an honorary seat somewhere in the back row, because everyone knew 

that Samaritans weren’t “real” Episcopalians. But those six little words at the end 

of our reading completely obliterate any restrictions that we might like to have for 

entry into the baptized community. Six little words: and they received the Holy 

Spirit (Acts 8.17). Those six little words bind us & make us family. Those six little 

words bind us, forever, as brothers & sisters in Christ with all people, in all places 

who call on the name of Jesus; even people of different political persuasions. They 

bind us in community with all people - especially people that we’d never choose. 

We’re family. We need to get used to it. 

Because we need a view of Christian baptism that big, and that explosive, if 

we’re going to have any integrity when we say the church is a foretaste of God’s 

new creation. We need a view of baptism that big if we’re going to be so humble as 
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to line up our little gathering with the long trail of Christian community & witness 

for 2,000 years that, despite all our flaws, believes with all our might that Jesus is 

the center, the source, and the focus of human life and all creation.  

Because if that’s true, if our faith is really true, then welcoming outsiders 

isn’t just the right thing to do because of some moral duty or imperative - least of 

all because we happen to share the same Prayer Book. It’s the right thing to do 

because Jesus himself has given us one another to work out our salvation in fear & 

trembling as one Body in community. In baptism, Jesus has given all of us, “the 

spirit of the [Creator] God, who blows where he wants and how he wants.” All we 

can do is to be open to God’s spirit, “ready to be blown along”  by Jesus personally 6

& lovingly in our midst.  

So no matter how we feel, Christian baptism is always the right thing to do. 

These are some of the ways we’re invited to consider, to explore, to learn, to 

remember that our baptism, Christian baptism is also personal. We’re personally 

called by God, personally named & placed in creation, personally tied to each other 

in community. However we feel about baptism, we’re invited to remember that 

baptismal life has very little to do with moral duty or obligation. Because our 

baptism finds all of its meaning in the loving arms of an utterly and entirely 

personal God. Amen. 

 Wright, T. Acts for Everyone, Part 1: Chapters 1-12 . SPCK, 2008. p. 1306


