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First Sunday in Lent • February 18, 2018 
Genesis 9:8-17  •  Psalm 25:1-10  •  1 Peter 3:18-22  •  Mark 1:9-15 
 

 There are two things that are true about today. Two things that shape everything we do here 
today. Two things that frame our liturgy and our celebration. Two things that shape our prayers and 
proclamation. There are two things that are true about today, but, as it just so happens, those two 
things contradict one another. One of those things is that today is all about you, Catie Bea. And the 
other thing is that today is really not about you at all. More on that second one in a minute. 

Today is all about you, Catie Bea, because you are being baptized today. Which means you 
get a candle. And some water. And some oil. And a party. And that’s all fine and good, but baptism 
isn’t really about that. Baptism is all about identity. About who you consider yourself to be. And our 
identities are formed first and foremost by relationships. Your relationships will be the single most 
formative thing in your life. More than anything else, it’s the people around you who will shape how 
you view yourself and your place in the world. Ever since you were born, maybe even before you 
were born, your identity has been taking shape. And if you want proof of that, just look at all the 
people who came here today. You have parents with expectations for your life. You have a 
community with hopes for your future. And you have a family with traditions that you will be a part 
of. Rumor has it Peg is already teaching you “Africa” by Toto.  
 And today we publically gather to witness and celebrate your baptism because your baptism 
gives you the most important relationship in your life, the relationship that forms your most 
important identity, which is your relationship with God. Because your other relationships will 
change. They’ll start and end, ebb and flow, for good reasons and for bad. Your identity will always 
be changing. But your relationship with God is permanent. Because in baptism, God makes an 
unbreakable bond with you. We say that in baptism you’ve been united with Christ. Which means 
that you are loved and cherished and called valuable and worthwhile by God. And there’s nothing 
anyone else can do to change that. And, even more important, there’s nothing you can do to change 
that either.     

But even though this identity is permanent, it isn’t something static. It’s not just another 
label to put on yourself. It’s a living, breathing, evolving relationship with God in Jesus Christ. God 
uses baptism to bring us into relationship and create faith in us. The goal of baptism is not for you 
to have the right beliefs. It’s also not for you to have the right doctrine. It’s not to make you a good 
Lutheran, whatever that is. It’s to create faith. To create trust that what God says about you is really 
true. Trust that the identity God gives you in baptism is the truest thing about you. Today is all 
about you, Catie Bea, because today is all about God making an unbreakable bond with you so that 
your faith in your new identity would be enlivened. 
 But today is not about you, because this new identity is a gift. This new identity that you get 
in your baptism isn’t something you asked for. It isn’t something you worked for. It isn’t about your 
beliefs. You aren’t bringing anything to it. You aren’t helping the process. In fact, if you get squirmy, 
you might make it a little more difficult. The relationship that God gives us in baptism is something 
that comes totally apart from us. A true gift. Because whenever God gives gifts to create faith in us, 
they never come with a condition or an expectation of something in return. That’s true of your 
baptism. That’s true when God forgives us. That’s true when your parents bring you to this table 
when you’re old enough for hard foods. So today really isn’t about you. It’s about God who keeps 
on giving in Word and water and bread and wine. 

Today we heard one of the most important stories of God’s gift giving in the scriptures: the 
story of God’s promises after the flood. In the Israelite tradition, the flood happened because God 
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and God’s creation couldn’t figure out how to live in harmony with one another. They were always 
in conflict. So eventually, God decided to send a flood to try to start over, to get rid of what wasn’t 
working right. And after the flood, as the waters are receding, something remarkable happens. God 
feels remorse for having caused the flood. And so as the waters recede, God speaks. “As for me,” 
God says, “I am establishing my covenant with you and your descendants after you… that never 
again shall all flesh be cut off by the waters of a flood, and never again shall there be a flood to 
destroy the earth."  

And as a sign of that covenant, as a way for God and creation to remember this new 
relationship, God puts a bow in the sky. God says, “I have set my bow in the clouds, and it shall be 
a sign of the covenant between me and the earth… When the bow is in the clouds, I will see it and 
remember the everlasting covenant between God and every living creature of all flesh that is on the 
earth.” So that instead of being in conflict, instead of flooding the earth whenever things go awry, 
God is going to remember God’s promise of mercy. At some point in our collective imagination 
that bow became a rainbow. But it was more likely an archer’s bow. A sign that God was done 
dealing with conflict with more conflict, dealing with violence with violence, coercion with coercion. 
A sign that the people’s relationship with God had changed.    

That covenant, that promise, that gift, comes entirely from God. Noah doesn’t ask God for 
a covenant. Noah doesn’t say he needs a thing in the sky to help remind him. Noah doesn’t even 
sign onto the covenant after it’s made. Noah doesn’t say anything. In the entire story of Noah and 
the flood, Noah never says anything. So, Catie Bea, if someone ever tells you that your baptism, the 
promises God makes to you don’t count because you haven’t made the right confession of faith, you 
just tell them that Noah didn’t either The promise God gives Noah has nothing to do with Noah. 
And everything to do with who God is. Right at the beginning of the reading, God frames the entire 
covenant that’s going to come after in three little words. “As for me…” “As for me, I am 
establishing my covenant with you.” The world can think what it wants, you can think what you 
want, but “as for me,” I am making a covenant with you.  

And today isn’t about you, Catie Bea, because it’s really about all of us. When you’re 
baptized into Christ Jesus you’re grafted into the body of Christ. You become a part of the 
communion of faith. Just to be clear, you were not baptized into a denomination. So you weren’t 
baptized Lutheran. And you were not baptized by an institution. So you weren’t baptized into 
Advent Lutheran Church. You were baptized into a communion of faith. A body of believers that 
exists for the life of the world. A communion whose identity is rooted in service to people outside 
of it. So your relationship with God is personal, but it’s never private. It’s part of the public witness 
that God empowers all of us to do.  

That’s exactly why we gather at the font as a community. Baptism isn’t for spectating. It’s for 
building up one another to be the body of Christ for the world today. Because God isn’t the only 
one who makes promises at this font. So do your parents, who will promise to help you “learn to 
trust God, proclaim Christ through word and deed, care for others and the world God made, and 
work for justice and peace.”  So will your sponsors, who will promise to “nurture you in the faith 
and help you live in the covenant of baptism and in communion with the church.” And so will this 
entire congregation that promises to “support you and pray for you in your new life in Christ.” So if 
you ever doubt that what God says about you in baptism is true, then you have a whole room full of 
people to help you.  

There are two things that are true about today. Two things that seem contrary to one 
another. But two things that are true because God doesn’t work the way we expect. God keeps on 
inviting us into relationship. God keeps on giving us a new identity. And most important, God keeps 
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on speaking. Saying, “As for me, I consider you worthy of respect. As for me, I consider you 
valuable. As for me, I consider you loved.”  

 
Joseph Schattauer Paillé, Pastor 


