
It is amazing what a difference two little letters make in how we understand what
it means to be Christian.  Kate explores this and its implications for how we
understand who and what we are about in her message for the First Sunday of Lent. 
The scriptural foundation is Luke 4:1-13, and it is entitled “The Faith of Jesus Christ.”

     I want to direct
your attention to
the first question
in the baptismal
rite:  “Do you
desire to be
baptized or renew
your baptism in the faith and family of Jesus
Christ?”  The wording is extremely important. 
We are baptized into the faith and family of
Jesus, not into faith in Jesus.  In other words,
when we say yes to this question we are saying
we know something about the faith of Jesus,
and that this is what we want a part of.  This is
what the family is about – it aspires to the faith
of Jesus.  Having the faith of Jesus is what
changes lives, while faith in Jesus has often
been used as a self-righteous acclamation as in
“I have faith in Jesus, therefore I am saved.” 
But having the faith of Jesus, now that’s a very
different story.  

So what do we know about the faith of
Jesus?  Well, first of all, we know this:  it is a
seeking faith.  Immediately after his baptism,
Jesus didn’t have all the answers.  He wasn’t
ready to just follow or to lead the crowd.  Led
by the Spirit of God, he went into the
wilderness.  In other words, he went on retreat. 
For hundreds of years, people have been
withdrawing from daily life and going to
isolated places for retreat – to the woods, to the
beach, to their rooms – and Jesus, to the desert
wilderness.  Why?  Many are drawn there after
some kind of transformative experience and
they need to take stock of their lives.  They let
go of the extraneous concerns and ask the big
questions such as “Who am I right now?  What
is my life about?  Who, what, and where is
God?” 

We know why Jesus went.  He had just
come from his baptism in the Jordan, and it
turned out to be much more than a plunge into

a river.  He experienced the Spirit in a profound
way and heard that he was indeed beloved of
God.  We don’t really know much about his
consciousness of God before that moment, but
his baptism so moved him that he fled to the
desert to be alone to ask the big questions, to
figure it out.  Who was he now?  What was his
life meant for?  What does he do with this God
who is love and loves him?

Have you ever had the experience of
feeling so loved when feeling the least worthy
of it?  It can change and redirect your whole
life.  It did for me.  After feeling rejected and
hurt over and over by the upper hierarchy of
the Roman Catholic Church when I was a
chaplain and teacher, I remember timidly
approaching a Conference Minister of the
United Church of Christ to explore if I could be
accepted there.  Now remember – I didn’t
know the polity of the UCC yet, and so to me,
the Conference Minister was like a bishop!  His
welcome was warm, he listened to me with
care, and I remember his exact parting words: 
“Come on in!  We need you.”  I immediately
burst into tears.  Loving acceptance is a
powerful, powerful thing.  After that moment, I
withdrew a bit from life as usual to ask some
big questions:  Who am I really?  What is my
life really for?  Who, what, and where is God in
this moment?  It was my baptism in the Jordan
event.  And like Jesus, it led me to places I
never imagined I would go.  

Loving 
acceptance

is a
powerful

thing.

The faith of Jesus begins with a
profound experience of love that draws us to
and opens us up the big questions.  We need
not be afraid to ask those questions when we



know beyond a doubt that we are accepted, 
embraced, and cherished from the start. 
Therefore, this faith is an open and joyfully
seeking faith.

What else do we know?  Let’s look
once again at our gospel.  We know that the
faith of Jesus was not immune to temptation. 
Just because he is wrapped in love doesn’t
mean that he is blind to the allurements of the
world.  Sometimes when this story is read,
people conclude “See, Jesus couldn’t be
tempted.”  But that’s not accurate.  He was
tempted – to glory, to power, to playing God. 
That is what this story, often called “The
Tempations of Jesus in the Desert,” is about. 
But what Jesus does is to face them head on. 
He makes a conscious decision that no, no,
that is not what his life will be about.  He is not
about self-glorification, he is not about power,
he is not going to play God.  He doesn’t need
to.  He knows who he is as a spirit-filled
human being, beloved of God.  This is his
core, his identity, and his power.

If we share the faith of Jesus, then this
too is our core, our identity and our power.  We
are a spirit-filled people, beloved of God.  We
can face the temptations of the world head on,
but not be enthralled by them.  Which is what it
means to live “in” the world, but not “of” it. 
Those little words make such a difference!

Okay, what else do we know?  We
know that Jesus decided in the desert that he
was not about amassing power or about doing
death-defying things.  He left there determined
to live in love.  And so he went back into town
and started gathering others.  He called calling
others to join him in a kind of movement.  He
began teaching what living love means.  He
began restoring dignity to those who had been
robbed of it (the sick, the disabled, the children,
the women).  He began giving hope to those
who had none (the poor, the disenfranchised
people of the land).  He began telling stories
that would stretch peoples’ minds and hearts. 
He began building an inclusive and beloved
community.

The faith Jesus lived was an active and
courageous faith that challenged the religious,
governmental, and family norms that oppressed
and hurt people of his time.  It is not really
enough to say it was “counter-cultural” because
that wasn’t his primary purpose, to challenge
the culture.  It was simply pro-love.  And the
profound love of God always moves toward
justice.  It values and offers kindness.  And it
walks humbly in the world with the Spirit to
guide, protect, and inspire.

So, the initial question of baptism – “Do
you desire to be baptized or renew your
baptism in the faith and family of Jesus
Christ?” can be restated this way.  And listen
carefully…because I am truly asking you
now…  “Do you desire a seeking faith, based
on the affirmation that love is the core reality
and power of the world?  Do you desire to live
that love with others, acting with boldness to
resist temptations to power, glory, and self-
righteousness?  Do you desire to open your
whole heart to the whole world?”  And if so,
please say “I do desire it.”

“I do desire it.”

(Water is poured into the font)

Ashes are on the way to turning into
water.  And we are on our way to affirming our
baptism.  


