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I want to start off today by wishing everyone a very Happy Birthday!  Yes, Happy Birthday to all of 

you!  Now you are probably wondering what on earth I’m talking about.  Well, I’ll explain.  You know, 

there are certain years where we know that we’ve reached a milestone.  Like turning 16 – you can 

finally get your learner’s permit and then your driver’s license.  Or 21 – you can go to a restaurant and 

legally have a drink.  Or turning the big 4-0, and you cross the threshold from being younger to being 

middle aged.  Or how about 50 – you’ve reached the half century mark.  Or 62 – like I turned last week 

– I can now draw social security.  Or 75 – like John is going to be in February – He’s reached the three 

quarter century mark.  And, then, in my opinion, any birthday from 90 on is a milestone.  Which fits 

some of you here.   But today it’s a milestone birthday for all of us, not because we are celebrating our 

physical birth and the number of years we’ve existed on this planet, but because once again we are 

celebrating our spiritual birth and what that means for our lives. 

 

Today is Baptism of the Lord Sunday.  When we remember that Jesus himself was baptized, as well as 

remembering our own baptism.  Now people sometimes wonder why Jesus had to be baptized?  I mean 

– he had no sin to repent of – he was the Son of God.  Even John didn’t really want to baptize him.  But 

Jesus insisted he be baptized to convey to us two things.  First, baptism tells us exactly who and whose 

we are.  Our identity is revealed at our baptism.  We belong to God.  We are God’s beloved.  Remember 

– Mary, Joseph and Jesus all knew that Jesus was special.  But others didn’t know that.  Not until his 

baptism.  It was there, at the Jordon River, that God publicly claimed Jesus as his own.  Matthew tells us 

that after Jesus came out of the water, the Spirit of God descended like a dove upon him, and God’s 

voice from heaven proclaimed, “This is my Son, my beloved.  With him I am well pleased.”  You see, 

Jesus went under the water as the carpenter’s son, and he emerged from the water with a greater identity 

– he was God’s son.  And it is the same for us.  Just as a baby comes out of the waters of the womb and 

is welcomed, claimed and named into the family, so when we come out of the waters of baptism we are 

welcomed, claimed and named into the family of God.  You know, throughout our lives, others try to 

categorize us – we’re liberal or conservative, we’re successful or unsuccessful, we’re attractive or plain, 

the list goes on.  But at baptism, God says, “No, you are not what others think you are or want you to be.  

You are not what you do.  You are not what you have.  You are a human being of sacred worth because 

I made you in my own image.  I formed you in the womb.  I know the number of hairs on your head.  



You are precious in my sight.  I love you.  And today I claim you again – you are mine.  You are my 

beloved child.  And that’s not all.  I know the plans I have for you to give you a future with hope.”  

That's the first thing baptism means.  

 

Now the second thing baptism means is that we are born a new creation, called into action for God’s 

purposes in this world.  You see, Jesus’ baptism was a turning point in his life.  It was his initiation into 

his life of ministry.  As I said, before that, he was “the carpenter’s son.”   But from that point on, he was 

called into action to fulfill God’s plan for his life.  It was a new life.  And our baptism calls us into new 

life as well.  That is the symbolism of baptism – going into the water, we die to our old selves, and 

rising out of the water, we rise to new life in Christ.  As St. Paul told the Romans, “Don’t you know that 

we were joined with Christ Jesus in baptism?  For we were buried with Christ in baptism.  And just as 

Christ was raised by the glorious power of the Father, now we also may live new lives.”  Yes, as Paul 

says, “Anyone who is in Christ has become a new creation.”  

 

Let me give you an example from Bishop Will Willimon.  He tells a story about receiving a telephone 

call from an upset father while he was serving as Dean of the chapel at Duke University.  The father 

began by saying, “I hold you personally responsible.” “For what?” Willimon asked.  The father replied, 

“My daughter.  We sent her to Duke to get a good education.  She is supposed to go to medical school 

and become a third generation doctor. Now she’s got some fool idea in her head about going to Haiti, 

and I blame you.”  Turns out, his daughter was involved in campus ministries, and was one of the 

organizers of a spring Mission trip to Haiti.  The father continued, “She has good grades, she’s on track 

for medical school...now this.”  “Now what?”  Willimon said.  The father shouted into the phone, “Now 

she’s talking about going to Haiti for three years to teach kids there.  None of this would have happened 

if it hadn’t been for you!” At this point, Willimon says he was getting a bit energized himself.   So he 

responded, “Now just a minute.  Didn’t you have her baptized?”  The father replied, “Well, yes, but...”  

“ And,” Willimon continued, “didn’t you take her to Sunday School?”  The father stammered in reply, 

“Well, uh, sure we did.  But we never intended for it to do any damage.”  “Well, there you have it,” 

Willimon said. “She was messed up before she came to us.  Baptized, Sundayschooled, called.  Don’t 

blame this on me.  You’re the one who started it.  You should have thought about what you were doing 

when you had her baptized.”  See what can happen when we take our baptism into God's family 

seriously? 

 



Yes, in baptism we are claimed by God and made into a new creation.  Called to participate with God in 

the redemption of his world.  All we have to do is respond.  As so many of you here have done - by 

sharing your gifts and talents.  Making food,  making phone calls, singing, serving on a ministry team, 

teaching in our ESL program, praying, donating to Dress a Live Doll and other missions, and so much 

more.  You are living that baptismal call. 

 

You know, sometimes in this world, it is easy to forget who you are and whose you are.  But we 

celebrate Baptism Sunday to remind you that you have been bought with a price, that someone greater 

than you has named you and claimed you, and seeks you and loves you with only one good reason in 

mind – so that he might have you for all eternity.1 

 

Remember your baptism celebration 

 

This is not the end of the story.  The last verse of scripture today was, “Then Jesus was led up by the 

Spirit into the wilderness.”  You see, as I mentioned, Jesus’ baptism was a turning point in his life.  It 

was his initiation, his passage into ministry.  And the Holy Spirit moved him forward, leading him to his 

next step in life.  And so I thought it appropriate today for me to share with you a turning point in my 

life, and how the Spirit is leading me to the next step as well.  As you heard me say today, I turned 62 

years old last weekend.  And in February, John will be 75.  And I have been here at John Wesley for 

eight years.  Eight wonderful, fruitful years with all of you.  But you know that in the Methodist system, 

I could be moved at any time and assigned to a new church anywhere in New England.  Eight years is a 

good run in this Conference.  And at this point in our lives, neither I nor John want to move and start 

over at a new church.  Falmouth is our home now.  We like this church.  Plus, we have four 

grandchildren who are only this age once, and they live an hour away, which means we can see them 

often – if we have the time, which we don’t right now as often as we wish.  And so, over the past few 

weeks, sharing the holidays with family, and after much prayer, discussion, and discernment, I have 

decided to retire effective at the end of June.  This has been a difficult decision, but I truly believe God 

has led me to this turning point at this time in my life.     
 

Now I’m sure some of you are surprised, some of you perhaps saw it coming, and I’m guessing, some of 

you may be glad I'm going.  But, you’re probably all wondering what’s going to happen next.  Well, I’ll 

tell you.  First of all – I am still your pastor for the next six months – you’re stuck with me.  And I am 
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going to continue to do everything I have been doing.  Granted, there will be some transition work to do 

– all in good time.  But for now – I’m your pastor.  So let’s enjoy this time together and make the most 

of it!  Let’s continue to do our good work here at John Wesley. 
 

Second, the Bishop and the Cabinet are in the process of discerning who will be your new pastor.  Our 

Staff Parish Relations Ministry Team met with our District Superintendent, Rev. David Calhoun, and 

discussed the desires and needs of our church.  John Wesley is one of the biggest, more active churches 

in the Conference, and Rev. Calhoun has assured SPRMT that the Cabinet is committed to sending a 

good, strong pastor here.  And, I’m hopeful that we will know who that person is in the next few weeks.   
 

And the final thing – for today – I know that my retiring means John will be retiring too.  And yes, he 

does a lot around here!  So he too will begin the process of transitioning his responsibilities to other 

people.  Because the Methodist Church recommends that the old pastor not attend or be involved in the 

church for a period of a few months so as to give the new pastor the space and the time needed to 

establish his or her own ministry here.  But John Wesley is our church, now and into the future, and we 

will remain members here in the Body of Christ.    
 

Obviously you’ll be hearing more in the next few weeks and months.  But for today, let me say, I love 

you very much.  And I know it will take some time to process this.  But we have time.  And so for now, 

let us breathe in and breathe out.  One more time, let us breathe in and breathe out.  And know that yes, 

the presence of the Lord is with us all, the presence of the Lord will be with us all, and the presence of 

the Lord will lead us all through this turning point.  Amen. 

 

  


