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What defines you? What defines me? 

 

I am 61—almost 62—years old. Male. White. A resident of West Bloomfield. A United States 

citizen. A public-school educator (retired but doing some consulting work). An ordained United 

Methodist clergyperson (serving one-quarter time).   

 

A graduate of Grosse Pointe North (Go Norsemen!), Michigan State (Go Green/Go White!), 

Yale (Go Bulldogs!), and Wayne State University (Go Warriors!).    

 

The father of Peter, Abby, and Kate; father-in-law of Errin, Joe, and C.C.  Grandfather of Sasha 

and Nora. The surviving spouse of Barbara. Much to my dismay and sorrow, a widower. 

 

What defines me? It is hard to come up with a single answer. There are any number of things that 

define me. And likely, there are any number of attributes, traits and accomplishments that define 

you.  

 

So, the question I’d like us to consider today is this: What is it that defines each of us at the most 

basic level of our being? What is it that most fundamentally defines us? Is it age? Citizenship?  

Residence? The schools we’ve attended? Income? Occupation? Family status? Gender? Sexual 

orientation?   

 

What defines you? What defines me? 

 

* * * * * 

 

In our January sermon series, “The Story Continues…”, today we celebrate the Baptism of our 

Lord.  

The Story Continues… 

“DEFINING MOMENTS” 
Mark 1:1-11 

Rev. Shawn Lewis-Lakin 
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Our gospel lesson, which Pastor Elbert read for us, is the account of Jesus’ baptism from the 

gospel according to Mark. Mark’s gospel does not contain a birth narrative. There is no 

Christmas story in Mark’s gospel. We meet John the Baptist and then Jesus, who comes to John 

to be baptized. 

 

Mark’s is the briefest of the four gospel accounts that we have of Jesus’s baptism. It concentrates 

on the signs that underscore the meaning of Jesus’ baptism. The heavens are torn open. God’s 

spirit descends. The Divine Voice declares who Jesus is: You are mine. Beloved. With you I am 

well pleased.  

 

As one commentator observes: “In Mark’s gospel, Jesus’ baptism is a moment of almost 

incomprehensible drama in which Jesus’ fundamental identity is proclaimed.”  

   

Who is Jesus? A resident of occupied territories. A man. A Jew. A prophet. A teacher. 

 

Who is Jesus? Jesus’ baptism answers the question. Jesus is God’s own. God’s Beloved, with 

whom God is well pleased. 

 

Jesus’ baptism is his defining moment. 

 

* * * * * 

 

Who are we? What defines us? I believe that baptism is our defining moment. Baptism defines 

us: as children of God, God’s beloved, those with whom God is well pleased.    

 

Yes. all those other attributes, those other things about me that I shared at the start, are important.  

They are a part of who I am. Yet my hope and my prayer is that it would be my baptism that 

defines me at the most fundamental level of my being. 

 

Hear these words from William Willoman, United Methodist pastor, Dean of Duke Chapel and 

retired Bishop:   

 

Through baptism, a Christian first and finally learns who he or she is. It is the rite 

of identity. Baptism asserts rather than argues, it proclaims rather than explains, it 

commands rather than requests, it acts rather than signifies, and it involves rather 

than describes.    

 

When you ask in desperation, “Who in God’s name am I? […Your baptism 

responds:] “You are, in God’s name, God’s child, claimed and ordained for God’s 

serious and joyful business…”   

 

Without the career and job to which I devoted 40 years, who am I? With the kids all raised and 

on their own, who am I? My body and mind are not what they once were…who am I? Without 

my spouse, who am I? My family and the church in which I was raised think I am an 

abomination. Is that who I am?   
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When you ask in desperation, “Who in God’s name am I?”, your baptism responds: You are, in 

God’s name, God’s child, claimed and ordained for God’s serious and joyful business. God’s 

sons and daughters. God’s beloved.   

 

This week in Steeple Notes, our weekly newsletter, I shared that whenever the great reformer 

Martin Luther was in trouble, tormented, tempted, and afraid (he often was), he’d tell himself 

that he was baptized. The language of the church in Luther’s day was Latin. The phrase he would 

repeat, his mantra in troubled times, was “Baptizatus sum”—“I am baptized.” Over and over 

Luther would remind his beleaguered heart who he was: a beloved child of God whose life was 

forever entwined with Christ’s. He said “it blew the demons away.” 

 

My favorite baptism hymn in our hymnal is No. 611, “Child of Blessing, Child of Promise.” 

(That’s why we sang it before this sermon. Preaching comes with certain prerogatives.) For me, 

the hymn captures the meaning of of baptism for us all, whether we are children of six weeks, six 

years, six decades, or more… 

 

Child of blessing, child of promise, 

Baptized with the Spirit’s sign: 

With this water God has sealed you 

Unto love and grace divine. 

 

Who am I? Your baptism answers: Child of blessing. Child of promise. God’s own. Beloved. 

Sealed unto love and grace divine. Forever. 

 

* * * * * 

 

The earliest record we have of the church’s understanding of baptism is found in Paul’s letter to 

the Galatians. Galatians is regarded as one of the two oldest texts of the New Testament, the 

other being Thessalonians. These letters provide a window into the very earliest Christian 

communities. 

 

In Galatians, Chapter 3, verses 25-28, we read these words:  

 

…for in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith. As many of you as 

were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. There is no longer 

Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; 

for all of you are one in Christ Jesus. 

 

“There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and 

female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.” Scholars suggest that Paul borrowed the phrase 

from a baptism rite of the very earliest Christian communities. 

 

These words are often cited as evidence of the radically inclusive and egalitarian nature of the 

early church. These words also offer witness, a witness needed in our day, to the primacy of the 

identity conferred upon us in baptism. Nationality. Gender. Social standing. They are all 

secondary to one’s status as a child of God.  
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Christian nationalism puts a cross on top of a flag pole that is then used to beat law enforcement 

officers. Christian nationalism, be it in Germany in the Nazi era or in our country today, where it 

is often closely aligned with white supremacism, is a political ideology that would merge 

Christian and national identity. Christian nationalism is inconsistent with a biblical 

understanding of what it means to be baptized.  

 

Christian nationalism is a topic worthy of extended discussion and perhaps a series of sermons. 

For now, let me just say that to believe that one’s country or race is somehow uniquely and 

specially favored by God is contrary to and incompatible with the earliest understanding of what 

it means to be a child of God: “There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, 

there is no longer male and female; for all are one in Christ Jesus, children of God.” 

 

* * * * * 

 

So, why bring up Christian nationalism? I do so because in our baptismal vows, which we will 

affirm in a few minutes, we reject the evil powers of this world, we repent of our sin, and we 

accept the freedom and power God gives us to resist evil, injustice, and oppression in whatever 

forms they present themselves. 

 

As God’s beloved, we are called to make God’s love real here on earth as it is in heaven. This 

means we will broach hard topics. We will engage in difficult conversations. We are going to act 

and make decisions that others may have a hard time accepting. And we are not always going to 

agree about what is right, but that does not mean we will be silent. Living and loving as children 

of God in a complex world is all part of the serious and joyful business for which we are claimed 

in baptism. 

 

Yesterday was the actual birthday of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Tomorrow is the 

national holiday celebrating his life and ministry. For me, one of the most challenging legacies of 

Dr. King is his letter from the Birmingham City Jail. He wrote it in longhand while serving a 

sentence for participating in civil rights demonstrations in Birmingham, Alabama. King’s letter 

from the Birmingham City Jail was in response to an open letter that eight prominent Alabama 

religious leaders—all white—had published calling on King to let the battle for integration 

continue to work its way through the courts, suggesting that King’s non-violent direct action was 

disturbing the peace and not helpful.   

 

The letter King wrote from the Birmingham City Jail is one of the most important documents of 

the Civil Rights Movement. If you are not familiar with it, I encourage you to read it here.  

 

That the letter is addressed to “liberal” clergy who were seeking moderation, a safe path, a way 

to keep the peace, makes it personal to me. I am pretty conflict avoidant. I could have been one 

of those who published the open letter urging King to leave Birmingham. 

 

In today’s context, what strikes me about this letter is how King addresses those who oppose 

him. He ends his opening paragraph with these words: 

https://www.phoenix.k12.or.us/cms/lib/OR50000021/Centricity/Domain/1172/APGovRFD%201963%20Letters.pdf
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Since I feel that you are [persons] of genuine good will and your criticisms are 

sincerely set forth, I would like to answer your statements in what I hope will be 

patient and reasonable terms. 

 

And hear these words with which he concluded his letter: 

 

Never before have I written so long a letter. I'm afraid it is much too long to take 

your precious time. I can assure you that it would have been much shorter if I had 

been writing from a comfortable desk, but what else can one do when he is alone 

in a narrow jail cell, other than write long letters, think long thoughts, and pray 

long prayers? 

 

If I have said anything in this letter that overstates the truth and indicates an 

unreasonable impatience, I beg you to forgive me. If I have said anything that 

understates the truth and indicates my having a patience that allows me to settle 

for anything less than brother [and sister] hood, I beg God to forgive me. 

 

I hope this letter finds you strong in the faith. I also hope that circumstances will 

soon make it possible for me to meet each of you, not as an integrationist or a 

civil-rights leader but as a fellow [member of the clergy and sibling in Christ]. Let 

us all hope that the dark clouds of racial prejudice will soon pass away and the 

deep fog of misunderstanding will be lifted from our fear drenched communities, 

and in some not too distant tomorrow the radiant stars of love and brotherhood 

will shine over our great nation with all their scintillating beauty. 

 

Yours for the cause of Peace and Brotherhood, Martin Luther King, Jr. 

 

* * * * * 

 

Dr. King was a child of God. His life and ministry were about resisting evil, injustice, and 

oppression in whatever forms they present themselves. In the 7,000 words between the words 

I’ve quoted, the words at the beginning and end of his letter from the Birmingham City Jail, King 

is clear in naming and describing the systemic racism that was and is a part of our national 

heritage.   

 

And while he does so with clarity, commitment, and passion, he also does so with humility. He 

does not call those who oppose him names; he refers to those who had taken out a full page 

newspaper ad to publicly criticized him as Christian brothers.   

 

King was humble. A servant of God. A child of God. And as he fought against evil, injustice and 

oppression, he did not seek to defeat others, but to win them over in love. It is a lesson for us. 

For today.  

 

* * * * * 

 

I return to the questions with which I started: What defines you? What defines me? 
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My prayer today is that, as we now move towards the reaffirmation of our baptisms, we might 

once more hear our names: Mary, Eric, Kim, Noah, William, Lisa, Diane, Sam…Shawn. 

Beloved. God’s own. Sons and daughters of God. 

 

May we be reminded that in our baptisms we accept the freedom and power God gives us to 

resist evil, injustice, and oppression in whatever forms they present themselves—all while 

remembering that as God’s own we are called to see those with whom we differ, those we might 

be tempted to call “other,” as one with us. 

 

God’s children. Beloved. Sons and daughters of God. Sisters and brothers. 

 

And let us not seek to win over others. Rather, let us win others over with love. 

 

May it be so. 

 

 


