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In the Name of God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
In Jesus' time, it was a big deal not to do certain things on the Sabbath Day. After all, we know it as one of the Ten 
Commandments: "Remember the Sabbath Day and keep it holy." For the Pharisees, those who strictly kept the laws of 
Israel given by God, many actions would have violated this commandment, even those of necessity and mercy. 
 
In hearing today's Gospel, when Jesus decidedly goes against what the Pharisees thought as lawful, I am reminded of the 
words of a dear friend of mine, a priest many years my senior and who has many times over my experience. This priest 
will often tell of the good news of Jesus by pointing to Jesus' compassion, of listening for those stories that especially 
affect the human condition -- that when there was need that approached him, Jesus always acted in the way we might 
hope that we do -- by healing the sick, by feeding the hungry, by embracing those whom society had cast out, by loving 
those who were unloved. 
 
This priest summed up these kinds of instances this way: "whenever Jesus had the opportunity to choose between the 
norms of the institution and the needs of a person, he picked the person every time."  While this might seem like 
common sense to us now, imagine the reaction of the people whose role it was to uphold and keep that institution. For 
example, when the Jewish culture of the time saw Samaritans as the 'other', as ethnic and religious outcasts, and even as 
the enemy, Jesus told one of his most famous parables by showcasing the goodness of the Samaritan, as one who cared, as 
someone who went against the status quo,  as one who acted as Jesus himself would have. Or today, as the Pharisees are 
looking for some of the first instances to trap Jesus in doing something against the law when his disciples happen to pick 
some grain on the sabbath -- something that was against the law, against the norms of the institution, against the status 
quo -- he points them right back to their own scriptures: "you all remember David, don't you? And you remember that 
time when he did something even more 'against the law', right?" And then again, in the synagogue, a man with a 
withered hand comes to him, comes to Jesus who is the Great Healer, comes to Jesus who has the power and might to 
make all of us whole, and all the Pharisees care about is "well, is he really going to heal this man considering what day of 
the week it is?!" 
 
Looking back to this Gospel story, it almost seems ridiculous that this conversation even happened in the first place. 
When there was a need set before him, Jesus addressed it. When there was a chance to heal, Jesus was very often moved 
by pity and love to give health and wellness in body, mind, and spirit to those who needed it. 
Even when it was the "wrong" thing to do in the eyes of those who were looking for an opportunity to defeat him. 
Even when it was religiously questionable. 
Even when it was new and different. 
And yet looking back on it, on this specific event of Jesus healing the man's withered hand, should not mercy always 
triumph over technicality? Should not the love of God shine through the darkness to offer hope when the institution 
fails to offer it? 
 
I fully recognize the irony of those last two statements as a priest representing the Church of God that often clings to its 
institutionality and its traditions -- many of which I hold dear. I love that we have books in our pews that are older than 
I am, that we remember where we've come from and take our time genuinely to discern whether or not any of it is worth 
changing. And there are times when I look to Jesus' example today and wonder "how many times has the Church had 
the chance to heal someone, or to offer life to someone through Jesus, and instead thought 'well, that's not the way we 
do things?'" 
 
I especially think about this as we baptize children into the Church. We've had a lot of those, lately! You all have 
withstood a lot of baptism sermons and renewed your vows quite a bit lately! Good for you! Good for the Church! Even 
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better for the world if we all do what we promise to do! But I do think about the important role the institution of the 
Church has in administering the sacraments. There's a lot you have to get right in a baptism. The promises have to be 
made. Then, even better, they have to be kept! And then there's the prayers -- thanking God for the water, thanking God 
for the redemptive death and life of Jesus, thanking God for these people who are committing themselves to new life in 
Christ. And then there's the actual words -- you know, none of it would count if we didn't say "in the name of the 
Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit." With all of the things we must do in order to give the sacrament of holy 
baptism, it might almost feel like we're on the side of the Pharisees, making sure every page and prayer is ready, making 
sure the font is pristine, making sure we're not violating any of the law (or in our case, the rubrics of the prayer book) so 
that everything is just right. 
 
But of course, that isn't what baptism is about. Baptism is never about going through the motions and checking off all 
the right boxes. Because like Jesus, like our Lord who instead of seeing institutions saw the people who comprised them, 
we are baptizing into so much more than simply religion or rules or custom or ritual. We baptize into the death and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ. Through water and Spirit, we are remembering and putting into action the promises Jesus 
made to all of those who came to him and all of those who still do -- that those who are baptized are baptized into his 
promise of life eternal; that those who are baptized are given the gift of the Holy Spirit in a specific and powerful way; 
that those who are baptized are being made new through the grace of God. The truth is, Hunter is being baptized into 
the very heart of God, that same heart that chooses people, that desires life for people, that loves people, that loves him. 
Yes, he will mark the occasion by receiving a baptismal certificate and we'll put his name into our book of baptisms, but 
more importantly Hunter will be marked forever as Christ's own and put into the book of life as one whom Christ has 
chosen and looked at with the same love and mercy that he has viewed countless others before him. For so much more 
than simply baptizing him into an institution, today Hunter will be baptized into an eternal relationship with Jesus 
Christ. 
 
And for those of us who witness his baptism today and/or renew our baptismal vows, even after renewing these vows so 
many times lately, even after many years since our own baptisms for most of us, may we hear these words today as if we 
were Hunter, or as if we were the man with the withered hand being healed, or as if we had just encountered Christ for 
the first time -- may these vows remind us that God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit were made known 
to us through living water, and that all we who have been baptized share with Hunter the same truth today -- that Christ 
Jesus has chosen us as his own; has loved us more than we can ask or imagine; and has promised to us everlasting life. 
 
Amen. 


