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waking

baptism and learning to be beloved

I'wake slowly. Even when the day demands I rally quickly—when
my kids leap on top of me with sharp elbows or my alarm blares—
I lie still for the first few seconds of the day, stunned, orienting,
thoughts dulled. Then comes, slowly, the dawning of plans to
make and goals for the day. But in those first delicate seconds, the
bleary-eyed pause of waking, before the tasks begin, before I get
on my game, 'm greeted again with the truth of who I am in my
most basic self.

Wohether we're children or heads of state, we sit in our pajamas
for a moment, yawning, with messy hair and bad breath, un-
productive, groping toward the day. Soon we’ll get buttoned up
into our identities: mothers, business people, students, friends,
citizens. We'll spend our day conservative or liberal, rich or poor,
earnest or cynical, fun-loving or serious. But as we first emerge

from sleep, we are nothing but human, unimpressive, vulnerable,
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WAKING

newly born into the day, blinking as our pupils adjust to light and
our brains emerge into consciousness.

I always try to stay in bed longer. My body is greedy for sleep—
“Just a few more minutes!”

But it’s not just sleep I'm greedy for—it’s that in-between place,
liminal consciousness, where I'm cozy, not quite alert to the de-
mands that await me. I dont want to face the warring, big and
small, that lies ahead of me today. I dont want to don an identity

yet. I want to stay in the womb of my covers a little longer.

It’s remarkable that when the Father declares at Jesus’ baptism,
“This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased,” Jesus hasn’t
yet done much of anything that many would find impressive. He
hasn’t yet healed anyone or resisted Satan in the wilderness.
He hasn’t yet been crucified or resurrected. It would make more
sense if the Father’s proud announcement came after something
grand and glorious—the triumphant moment after feeding a mul-
titude or the big reveal after Lazarus is raised.

But after hearing about Jesus’ birth and a brief story about his
boyhood, we find him again as a grown man at the banks of the
Jordan. He’s one in a crowd, squinting in the sun, sand gritty be-
tween his toes.

'The one who is worthy of worship, glory, and fanfare spent
decades in obscurity and ordinariness. As if the incarnation itself
is not mind-bending enough, the incarnate God spent his days
quietly, a man who went to work, got sleepy, and lived a pedestrian
life among average people.

Jesus emerges from water a commoner, wet and messy haired.

And suddenly the Spirit of God shows up and the deep mystery of
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BAPTISM AND LEARNING TO BE BELOVED

the universe reverberates through the air: this is the Son of God,
the Son the Father loves, in whom he is pleased.

Jesus is sent first to the desert and then into his public ministry.
But he is sent out with a declaration of the Father’s love.

Jesus is eternally beloved by the Father. His every activity un-
turls from his identity as the Beloved. He loved others, healed
others, preached, taught, rebuked, and redeemed not in order to
gain the Father’s approval, but out of his rooted certainty in the

Father’s love.

Baptism is the first word of grace spoken over us by the church.

In my tradition, Anglicanism, we baptize infants. Before they
cognitively understand the story of Christ, before they can affirm
a creed, before they can sit up, use the bathroom, or contribute
significantly to the work of the church, grace is spoken over them
and they are accepted as part of us. They are counted as God’s
people before they have anything to show for themselves.

When my daughters were baptized, we had a big celebration
with cupcakes and champagne. Together with our community we
sang “Jesus Loves Me” over the newly baptized. It was a procla-
mation: before you know it, before you doubt it, before you confess
it, before you can sing it yourself, you are beloved by God, not by
your effort but because of what Christ has done on your behalf. We
are weak, but he is strong.

In many liturgical churches baptismal fonts are situated at the
back of the sanctuary. As people walk into church to worship, they
pass by it. This symbolizes how baptism is the entrance into the
people of God. It reminds us that before we begin to worship—

before we even sit down in church—we are marked as people who
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WAKING

belong to Jesus by grace alone, swept up into good news, which
we received as a gift from God and from believers who went
before us.

As worshipers enter the sanctuary and pass the font, they dip
their fingers in it and make the sign of the cross. They do this as an
act of recollection—remembering their own baptism and recalling
that they are loved and approved of because of Jesus’work. When
my eldest daughter was very young, barely able to walk, I'd lift her
up to the baptismal font at the entrance of our sanctuary and let
her touch the water. I'd whisper, “Remember your baptism.” She
didn’t yet know the words of the liturgy or the theology of sacra-
ments but this visceral experience—the hard basin of the font, the
cool water on her fingers—was her entrance into worship.

According to Lutheran theologian Martin Marty, Lutherans are
taught to begin each day, first thing, by making the sign of the cross
as a token of their baptism.! Dorothy Bass explains this practice:

“For all Christians, baptism embodies release from yesterday’s sin
and receipt of tomorrow’s promise: going under the water, the old
self is buried in the death of Christ; rising from the water the self
is new, joined to the resurrected Christ.” Martin Luther charged
each member of his community to regard baptism “as the daily
garment which he is to wear all the time.”

We enter each new day as we enter the sanctuary, by remem-
bering our baptism. Each morning Marty crosses himself—what
he calls his “non-verbal prayer.” He remembers again that he is
torgiven for all that has come before and that there will be grace
enough for all that lies ahead.?

I was baptized in a little Baptist church in a small town in Texas

when I was about six years old. I don’t remember much about it. I
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BAPTISM AND LEARNING TO BE BELOVED

remember—at least I think I remember—the odd feeling of my
long robe billowing in warm water; I remember enjoying all the
hugging and attention from grownups afterward, and being thrilled
that I could now drink grape juice in church; and I remember the
photographs I've seen in an old album of a tiny me with wet hair

and a squinty smile in front of a short brick building with a steeple.

We are marked from our first waking moment
by an identity that is given to us by grace:
an identity that is deeper and more real than
any other identity we will don that day.

But by “remembering our baptism,”I do not mean that we must
literally recall historic details of an event in our life, which I per-
sonally can barely remember. Instead, I recall that one Sunday
morning, as I was plunged under water “in the name of the Father,
Son, and Holy Spirit,” I was marked. In the Anglican baptismal
liturgy, we tell the newly baptized that they are “sealed by the Holy
Spirit in baptism and marked as Christ’s own for ever.” Galatians
tells us that we are clothed in Christ in baptism (Gal 3:27), clothed
in the Beloved Son in whom the Father is well pleased. To use
Paul’s more chilling image, on that day as a six-year-old, I died and
was buried, and then, reversing the whole order of the universe,
newly born with Christ (Rom 6:3-5).

As Christians, we wake each morning as those who are baptized.
We are united with Christ and the approval of the Father is spoken
over us. We are marked from our first waking moment by an
identity that is given to us by grace: an identity that is deeper and

more real than any other identity we will don that day.
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WAKING

My wet fingers dipped in the baptismal font remind me that
everything I do in the liturgy—all the confessing and singing,
kneeling and peace passing, distraction, boredom, ecstasy,
devotion—is a response to God’s work and God’s initiation. And
before we begin the liturgies of our day—the cooking, sitting in
traffic, emailing, accomplishing, working, resting—we begin be-
loved. My works and worship don’t earn a thing. Instead, they flow
from God’s love, gift, and work on my behalf. I am not primarily
defined by my abilities or marital status or how I vote or my suc-
cesses or failures or fame or obscurity, but as one who is sealed in
the Holy Spirit, hidden in Christ, and beloved by the Father. My
naked self is one who is baptized.

This reality seeps out of my soul quickly. Days can pass in a
bluster of busyness, impatience, and distraction. I work to build my
own blessedness, to strive for a self-made belovedness. But each
morning in those first tender moments—in simply being God’s
smelly, sleepy beloved—I again receive grace, life, and faith as a gift.
Grace is a mystery and the joyful scandal of the universe.

In this book we look at practices—how we spend our days, how
we worship together. But before we begin we must note that
though these rituals and habits may form us as an alternative
people marked by the love and new life of Jesus, they are not what
make us beloved. The reality underlying every practice in our life
is the triune God and his story, mercy, abundance, generosity, ini-

tiative, and pleasure.

'This morning I wake (slowly) on an ordinary day, a cool morning
in mid-March. I do not know what lies ahead, but I wake in a bed

I know, a house I live in, a routine, a particular life, in medias res.
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BAPTISM AND LEARNING TO BE BELOVED

The psalmist declares, “This is the day that the Lord has
made.” This one. We wake not to a vague or general mercy from
a far-oft God. God, in delight and wisdom, has made, named,
and blessed this average day. What I in my weakness see as
another monotonous day in a string of days, God has given as a
singular gift.

When Jesus died for his people, he knew me by name in the
particularity of this day. Christ didn’t redeem my life theoretically
or abstractly—the life I dreamed of living or the life I think I
ideally should be living. He knew I'd be in today as it is, in my
home where it stands, in my relationships with their specific beauty

and brokenness, in my particular sins and struggles.

God is forming us into a new people.
And the place of that formation is
in the small moments of today.

In The Divine Conspiracy, Dallas Willard reminds us that where
“transformation is actually carried out is in our real life, where we
dwell with God and our neighbors. ... First, we must accept the
circumstances we constantly find ourselves in as the place of God’s
kingdom and blessing. God has yet to bless anyone except where
they actually are.”™

The new life into which we are baptized is lived out in days,
hours, and minutes. God is forming us into a new people. And the
place of that formation is in the small moments of today.

Alfred Hitchcock said movies are “life with the dull bits cut
out.” Car chases and first kisses, interesting plot lines and good

conversations. We don't want to watch our lead character going on
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WAKING

a walk, stuck in traffic, or brushing his teeth—at least not for long,
and not without a good soundtrack.

We tend to want a Christian life with the dull bits cut out.

Yet God made us to spend our days in rest, work, and play, taking
care of our bodies, our families, our neighborhoods, our homes.
Wohat if all these boring parts matter to God? What if days passed
in ways that feel small and insignificant to us are weighty with

meaning and part of the abundant life that God has for us?

Christ’s ordinary years are part of our redemption story. Because
of the incarnation and those long, unrecorded years of Jesus’ life,
our small, normal lives matter. If Christ was a carpenter, all of us
who are in Christ find that our work is sanctified and made holy.
If Christ spent time in obscurity, then there is infinite worth found
in obscurity. If Christ spent most of his life in quotidian ways, then
all of life is brought under his lordship. There is no task too small
or too routine to reflect God’s glory and worth.

I have a friend who was a missionary in Calcutta among the
poorest of the poor. He told me that what struck him was how
mundane life was even in such a foreign and challenging place.
His decision to go overseas felt daring and bold, but he was sur-
prised to find that wherever he was on earth, much of his day was
spent sitting with people, taking care of business and chores,
taking care of his own body, knowing his neighbors, seeking to
love people—sometimes succeeding, sometimes failing. Whether
youre Mother Teresa or a stay-at-home mom, whether you're a
revolutionary, a student, or a tax attorney, life is lived in twenty-
four-hour days. We have bodies; we lag in energy; we learn slowly;

we wake daily and don’t know what lies ahead.
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BAPTISM AND LEARNING TO BE BELOVED

In these pages we look at life in one day. We look at faith in
small moments, spiritual formation in its molecular form—not
because this is all that matters, but because the only life any of us
live is in daily, pedestrian humanity.

I like big ideas. I can get drunk on talk of justification, ecclesi-
ology, pneumatology, Christology, and eschatology. But these big
ideas are borne out—lived, believed, and enfleshed—in the small
moments of our day, in the places, seasons, homes, and commu-
nities that compose our lives. Annie Dillard famously writes, “How
we spend our days is, of course, how we spend our lives.” I came
across Dillard’s words a couple years before I went to seminary,and
throughout those years of heady theological study I kept them in
my back pocket. They remind me that today is the proving ground
of what I believe and of whom I worship.

And every new day, this is the turn my heart must make: I'm
living this life, the life right in front of me. This one where mar-
riages struggle. This one where we aren’t living as we thought we
might or as we hoped we would. This one where we are weary,
where we want to make a difference but aren’t sure where to
start, where we have to get dinner on the table or the kids’ teeth
brushed, where we have back pain and boring weeks, where our
lives look small, where we doubt, where we wrestle with mean-
inglessness, where we worry about those we love, where we
struggle to meet our neighbors and love those closest to us, where
we grieve, where we wait.

And on this particular day, Jesus knows me and declares me
his own. On this day he is redeeming the world, advancing his
kingdom, calling us to repent and grow, teaching his church to

worship, drawing near to us, and making a people all his own.
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If I am to spend my whole life being transformed by the good
news of Jesus, I must learn how grand, sweeping truths—doctrine,
theology, ecclesiology, Christology—rub against the texture of an
average day. How I spend this ordinary day in Christ is how I will
spend my Christian life.
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