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January 11, 2015 (The Baptism of the Lord) 

To add to the collection of familiar Christmas stories that are retold each year and enjoyed by millions, I now 
wish to introduce you to a new story—never before heard or enjoyed by anyone because it was written by me 
this week.  It’s maybe the most dismal and depressing Christmas story ever told, but that hasn’t stopped me.  
Here it is, and it’s called The Story of Limbo.   

Once upon a time, far, far away, there was the little village of Limbo.  Limbo was a small place, 
but it was exceedingly crowded—filled with people from all over the world but mostly with little 
babies and infants.  Limbo was a pleasant enough place where everybody got along together and 
had enough food and sunshine.  But nobody had any hope for their future, other than the endless 
sameness of life’s small beauties, like smiles and flowers.  People who lived in Limbo sometimes 
heard fantastic reports about another village called Heaven where a man named Jesus lived and 
where there was endless joy and happiness, but nobody from Limbo had ever seen Heaven or 
would ever be invited to visit there.  Lots of newcomers arrived in Limbo each day, but nobody 
ever left.  In fact, nobody ever grew old in that village.  They just sort of sat there.  Limbo was so 
crowded because it was the place where all the people of the world came to live after they died—
that is, all the people who had never been baptized into the Church.  Some of the children in 
Limbo used to wonder why they couldn’t visit Heaven and discover all the excitement there, but 
the wise adults told them that Heaven was only for Christians.  Many of the children wondered 
what those were.  Limbo was the place for people who were unlucky enough to have lived in a 
time or a place on earth where nobody had ever heard of Jesus and nobody even knew what a 
church was for.  Most of the children in Limbo had parents who hadn’t gotten their family 
registered in the parish in time, or else these children had gotten sick and died before a priest 
could arrive to fix the situation.  Being in Limbo wasn’t punishment because nobody there had 
done anything wrong.  They were just not as lucky as other people.  God loved the people of Limbo 
just as much as the people in Heaven.  And God felt bad that some of his creatures wouldn’t have 
the chance to get to see Him or know Him. But God’s hands were tied. 

The End 

I told you it was a bad story.  But maybe it sounds vaguely familiar to some of us.  And the most dispiriting point 
of the whole tale is this:  God can’t help it.  I hope it also strikes you as the most preposterous and offensive part 
of the story:  What do you mean, God is helpless?  How can God become trapped by a human story? 

The answer, of course, is that God can’t be.  We can only tell ourselves otherwise.  And sadly, we often enough 
have tried just exactly that.  We do it by completely misunderstanding the meaning and purpose of Christian 
baptism—the most lavish and broadly-inclusive invitation that God has ever extended to the human race.  
Perhaps as we celebrate today’s great feast again and the conclusion of Christmastime, we can stand to hear a 
little different sort of story—a biblical one. 

We do hear it in the gospel of Mark, in which Jesus himself appears at the Jordan River to offer himself to God’s 
service, and willingly to be identified with the tradition of his ancestors and the prophetic teaching of John the 
Baptist.  Jesus was not there at the river in order to manipulate God’s will or to arrange for his own safety.  Jesus 
didn’t need to beg God to love him or to notice him or to welcome him into a family of faith and neither do any 
of us have to do that.  Baptism isn’t our insurance policy to avoid hell or to ensure heaven, and it should never 
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be motivated by fear or self-interested calculation.  And God loves us no more and no less after baptism than he 
did before, and no more nor less than people who have never had the opportunity to be baptized or do not 
understand the need to be.  Because baptism isn’t anything that we do to God or force upon God. But it’s God’s 
sheer gift to us.  And that gift is an identity as a member of Christ’s body.  It is the proclamation of our belonging 
to a chosen people, and an empowerment to assume our place in a mission.  In baptism we do not become 
newly loved by God, but we become newly appointed and announced by God as agents of his compassion and 
reconciliation.  “You are my beloved Son; with you I am well pleased,” said the voice from heaven.  It had 
already been so—since the day of Jesus’ conception and birth.  But now it could be proclaimed to all and 
accepted by the Lord as his invitation into service as a member of a spirit-filled community.  Jesus was that one 
person who ever lived who didn’t really need help to discover his call and his purpose and his place in the work 
of salvation, but the rest of us do.  And so he has shown us the way to begin. 

Our story is not the lousy story of Limbo, because it’s not the story of God who is weak or painted into corners 
by the limits of human understanding.  Our story is the story of Christmas—the story of a God who desires to be 
with us always until the end of the journey, the City of Heaven, and who is strong and loving enough to ensure 
that it happens, if only we are willing to step into the water. 
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