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 It was June of 2007, and the Episcopal bishop of Northern Michigan, Jim Kelsey, was dead.  As 

he drove home one Sunday afternoon after a parish visitation, a brain aneurism killed the bishop 

instantly, causing a multi-car crash and additional fatalities. As if the circumstances could not possibly 

be worse, Jim’s funeral service occurred on the exact day and in the same church that he was to have 

presided over his daughter Lydia’s wedding.  Jim’s family, and the entire diocese he served, indeed the 

whole Episcopal Church, was devastated.  

 

Because the Kelsey and Anderson families were close friends, I attended the funeral, and it was, 

without a doubt, unlike any I had witnessed before or since.  There was absolutely no fanfare, none of 

the pomp or circumstance usually on display for members of the church elite.  There was no liturgical 

procession so the nearly three-dozen bishops who traveled to Michigan’s Upper Peninsula could prance 

and parade down the aisle.  No clergy wore vestments of any kind, except for one sole presider and one 

deacon.  There was no special seating reserved for dignitaries.  The “important people” sat with the rest 

of us, all mixed up.  And then there was this:  Jim’s body lay in repose with no ornamentation - no 

flower displays or fancy linen – just this: his framed baptismal certificate poised at the base of the 

baptismal font, and his casket draped only with a St. Francis stole and the cross that he had worn around 

his neck.   

 

 In their deepest moment of grief, Jim’s family and the Episcopalians of northern Michigan stood 

firm in who they were.  Even as their hearts broke and the diocese was thrown into a period of chaos, 

even as everything swirled and stormed about them – the center, the core, the heart of that community 

stood strong and intact.  For at that core was (and still is to this day) – a baptismal theology that had 

been theirs and Jim’s life work.  One family member characterized the community’s core shortly before 

the funeral: “We still believe [our theology] is a gift we can give the Church.  [In it,] we sit together.  

We are deeply appreciative for so many bishops and important people coming so far, but [here] we all 

sit together as baptized people.”   

 

 Whenever I think of baptism, I remember Jim, and I remember his funeral and the legacy he left 

for the rest of us about how best to live faithfully as a disciple of Christ.   Jim’s is a legacy and a life 

rooted in, and guided by, the power of baptism: the sacred, holy act that claims us as Christ’s own 

forever, as full members of the family, as equals, as beloved human beings each and every one of us 

with God-given gifts for ministry and full authority to live out that ministry.  Through baptism we claim 

and live into our rightful and full place in the community of faith.  Through our baptism, we sit together.  

Through our baptism there isn’t a special section for the special people, or the ordained people, or the 

privileged people.   Through our baptism there isn’t a set aside place for people who know more, or 

studied more, or give more, or are more talented or articulate or passionate.  Baptism means, at its core, 

that we sit together – in worship, in deliberation, in hard times, lean times, challenging times, in times of 

happiness and celebration, in times of certainty, and times of chaos.  We belong to God, and we are 

disciples of Jesus, and we are baptized, and because of that, all our lives long, in whatever configuration, 

we sit together.  
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  Today is known as Baptism of Our Lord Sunday, which is a fancy feast day church name that 

simply means today we read the Gospel story of Jesus’ baptism and in so doing, consider what our own 

baptism means to us. Luke’s version of the story is austere, lacking the details and dialogue the Gospeler 

Matthew thought too critical to exclude.  Nevertheless, Luke tells us everything we need to know about 

baptism.  We are told that Jesus went with the crowds out into the wilderness to meet John the Baptist, 

and got in line with everyone else, and was baptized.  Now when all the people were baptized, writes 

Luke, and when Jesus also had been baptized and was praying, the heaven was opened and the Holy 

Spirit descended upon him in bodily form like a dove.  And a voice came from heaven, ‘You are my Son, 

the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.’  

 

 In the telling we hear in the story a central message of baptism:  beloved-ness.  Jesus’ beloved-

ness.  Our beloved-ness.  We sit together as baptized people, because we are, in our beloved-ness, 

equally loved, equally included, equally necessary.  In the sacrament of baptism, as we smear the sign of 

the cross on a baby’s forehead with oil, or renew our baptismal vows, we experience the reminder, in a 

definitive, forever kind of way that we are, no matter what, absolutely and totally beloved by God.  We 

are God’s own.  Each one of us is precious.  Each is important.  Each is accepted.  Each one of us 

worthy – not for what we do, or for what we know, or for what we look like or for what we accomplish, 

but because of who we are.  That’s it.  We don’t earn our beloved-ness – we can’t earn it.  It’s simply 

ours.  That’s the gift of Christian baptism, of Christian community. And that, my friends, is grace.   

 

 In her seminal book, The Preaching Life, Barbara Brown Taylor describes how she understands 

being beloved through a story about her Grandmother Lucy. A local character in her hometown of 

College Park, Georgia, Grandma Lucy ran a boarding house on Main Street and was known in the town 

both for her shrewd business sense and her bad temper.  Having lost both legs to a case of diabetes she 

refused to treat, Grandma Lucy presided from a stainless steel wheelchair, her two wooden legs propped 

in front of her like buttresses.  She wore black aviator sunglasses to shield her failing eyes from light.  In 

old photographs, writes Taylor, she looks most like a handicapped bomber pilot.   

 

 But with her three grandchildren, this imposing woman was a gentle as a breeze.  She loved them 

like nothing else in the world, and they knew it. Whenever Barbara would visit her grandmother, grace 

would abound. In the closet would be wrapped packages enough for a surprise each day of the visit. 

There were the shopping trips to buy dresses and crinolines and new hair bows. But, the best part of 

every visit was the baths. Each night Grandma Lucy would fill the bathtub with hot water and suds, and 

with her big sponge she would polish Barbara’s skin. Then, following the bath she would anoint her 

granddaughter’s body with Jergen’s lotion all the way down to the souls of her feet. The perfect ending 

would be the Evening in Paris dusting powder when Lucy would tickle Barbara’s body with a pale blue 

powder puff.  Taylor writes: "When Grandma Lucy was done, I knew that I was precious. I was 

absolutely convinced that I was loved and nothing has happened since to shake that conviction.” 

 

 The heart of what we are doing in baptism is reminding both ourselves and each other of the 

truth of our beloved-ness and to get about the important work of actually believing it. There are many 

scholars who would disagree with me, but I believe that God said You are my Son, the Beloved; with you 

I am well pleased to Jesus because Jesus needed to hear it.  Remember that Jesus was fully human, and 

like all of us, needed to know he was accepted, precious, understood, valued, and loved beyond measure 

or reason.  Remember, too, that Jesus’ baptism was the very first thing that happened in his adult 

ministry.  God assures Jesus of his beloved-ness before Jesus has pardoned one sin, healed one leper, 
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performed one miracle, or debated one Pharisee.  And I think it’s because Jesus needed to ground 

himself first, to be assured, reminded.  The beauty of that moment in the Jordan River is that perhaps in 

that single moment, Jesus heard and fully accepted, once and for all, his beloved-ness, which equipped 

him to turn around and extend that love to all he met for the rest of his life.  We know that Jesus went on 

from his baptism into the wilderness and then into the world fully confident of God’s love for him.  

Jesus learned to listen to his heart, and in doing so, he touched the untouchables, drew in the outcast, 

raised up the downcasts, and he loved those unloved by society and, most importantly, unloved by 

themselves.  Jesus did to others what he fully appreciated had been extended to him by God, telling the 

people by word and deed that they, too, are beloved children of God with whom God is well pleased.   

 

 So that is something else for us to consider about our baptism: our capacity to minister -- our 

ability to live the lives God calls us to, to participate in God’s healing work in the world in whatever 

shape or form it takes for us -- depends entirely on our capacity to first understand and accept our 

beloved-ness.  That is all God requires of us: to accept it.  And then use the power of that truth to fuel 

our capacity to turn around and extend the message to others.  In baptism God gives to us everything we 

need to live fully into the life God offers us.  Our job is to say, simply, “Yes.”   

 

 Today we will reaffirm our own baptismal promises and in so doing re-claim our own beloved-

ness, our worthiness to sit among each other. Today we reaffirm that our baptism, our official welcome 

into this human, ragtag community of fellow travelers is the best, and most important chance we have of 

living holy lives of discipleship and faith and love.  It seems to me that the acceptance of our beloved-

ness is the hardest part = each of us are so intimately and acutely aware of our fallibilities, and scars, and 

faults – and most of us live in that place a lot of the time.  But an acceptance of beloved-ness – is a 

deepening, an enriching, a fulfilling of God’s dream for us – a hurdle for sure – but the start, the portal, 

the gate through which God gives us everything in heaven and on earth.  AMEN.   

 


