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“Child of the Light”
Acts 19:1-17; Mark 1:4-11 January 11, 2015

The Episcopal priest John Claypool served a parish in a 
small town in Tennessee. One night a young man in his 
parish named Billy joined two of his buddies in a “robbery 
spree.” In a small town, it didn’t take long for the young 
men to be caught red-handed. The police brought them 
before the judge for a hearing. The three people they had 
robbed were also there. The first victim said that it was just 
a juvenile prank and they ought to forget the whole thing.  
The second victim said that the boys were “young criminals 
in the making” and they ought to be punished to the full 
extent of the law. The third victim was a retired teacher 
who had taught Billy in school. Looking straight at Billy she 
said, “I want you to know how wrong it was to abuse other 
people’s property the way you did. I am really disappointed 
in you, but I am also convinced that there is a finer, stronger 
Billy inside of you. Judge, I wish you would find him guilty, 
but then give him a suspended sentence and parole him to 
me. Let me see if I can’t do something to get in touch with 
the better stuff I know is buried somewhere within him.” 
(Mending the Heart, pp.14-15). She saw something more 
in Billy than a “young criminal in the making.”

We spend so much of our lives trying to find what kind 
of “stuff” is buried somewhere inside of us. We look in all 
the wrong places. We think we are going to “find ourselves” 
if we can only fly fast enough, high enough and far enough.  
Sometimes we act as if life were just an “all night spree.” 
We fool ourselves into thinking we will find ourselves by 
escaping from ourselves. Or we may live our whole lives 
trying to satisfy somebody else’s idea of what we ought to 
be and what we ought to do. All the while the opportunity 
to become ourselves is right before us. Our greatest freedom 
is found not in escaping from ourselves, but in finding 
ourselves. We don’t have to go to the ends of the earth to 
find ourselves. The secret of our own identity lies within 
each one of us. 

We think Jesus was born “having it all together.” We 
think it was easy for Jesus to do the right thing. After all, 
he knew who he was. He knew he was God’s son. He knew 
what his destiny would be. Is that the way it was? If we 
take seriously the few verses in the gospels that talk about 

the childhood of Jesus, then a different picture emerges.  
In Luke we read that Jesus “increased in wisdom and in 
stature and in divine and human favor” (Luke 2:52). If 
Jesus were truly human, then Jesus must have had the same 
experiences of growing up, maturing and growing wise that 
are common to all of us. In Hebrews we read that Jesus 
“learned obedience through suffering” (Hebrews 5:8). He 
was made perfect or complete by what he learned from his 
experiences. There must have been certain moments in his 
life that stood out from all the rest that helped him see who 
he was.  

Perhaps the first such moment was his baptism.  According 
to Mark, John the baptizer recognized something uniquely 
holy about Jesus. He saw Jesus as “the powerful one” who 
would bring the Holy Spirit to the people. Jesus’ voluntary 
submission to baptism was the first step in a life of complete 
obedience to the will of God. Jesus freely accepted the 
special destiny that God had planned for him. The Spirit 
of God descended upon him like a dove. A voice from 
heaven said, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am 
well pleased” (1:11). In the moment of baptism, the true 
identity of Jesus as God’s Son is confirmed in the heart of 
Jesus and proclaimed to the world. It would take Jesus the 
whole of his life to fulfill his destiny. I do not think that at 
the moment of his baptism Jesus knew every twist or turn 
of his life. Yet, he knew he would live his life as the Messiah, 
the Son of God. He would discover soon enough the joy, 
the suffering, the love and even the type of death he would 
face. At the moment of his baptism, it was enough for him 
to know himself as God knew him: the beloved son. As long 
as he knew who he was, the struggles before him would take 
care of themselves. 

In our baptism, we discover our own true selves. The 
most important thing that we can say about ourselves is not 
that we are rich or poor, male or female, American or South 
African. The most important thing that we can say is that 
we are God’s daughters and sons. We are God’s children. 
We may be tall or short, near the end of our lives or just 
starting out, single or married, a new Christian or a life-
long Christian. We are God’s children. Christ has put his 
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mark upon our lives and claimed us as his own. God gives 
us the Holy Spirit so that we may know God’s presence. 
God has promised to guide us, keep us from spiritual 
danger and bring us safely home. God has promised that 
nothing “will be able to separate us from the love of God in 
Jesus Christ our Lord” (Romans 8:39). We cannot know 
everything that is going to happen to us or predict every 
twist and turn of our lives. In fact we may sometimes find 
ourselves in places we never thought we would be facing 
challenges we never thought we would face. We will never 
find ourselves alone, abandoned or forsaken. As John 
writes, “Beloved, we are God’s children now; what we will 
be has not yet been revealed. What we do know is this: 
when he [Christ] is revealed, we will be like him for we 
will see him as he is” (I John 3:2). Every time we baptize 
someone, an infant or an adult, we are proclaiming the 
deepest truth of that person’s life. 

Our identity has been given to us. We are baptized into 
Christ Jesus. We are baptized to serve as Jesus served. Our 
identity is safe and never in doubt. When we know who we 
are, then all we have to do is figure out how to use the gifts 
and talents God has given us. 

This past week, we watched in horror as violence exploded 
in the city of Paris. The acts of radical Muslim extremists 
killing in the name of God compound the violence we 
have seen in the past year in Nigeria, Pakistan and other 
places. This is not true Islam. This is not the faith of my 
many Muslim friends. This is a twisted, violent political 
ideology that has wrapped itself in the clothing of religion 
to accomplish its violent ends. Killing is abhorrent. Killing 
in the name of God is doubly abhorrent. Mr. Al-Marayati, 
the President of the Muslim Public Affairs Council, 
wrote in a Wall Street Journal op-ed piece that any “group 
claiming to be Islamic must uphold the most important 
principle in Islam, protecting life rather than destroying 
it” (10/31/1014, Wall Street Journal). As Christians we 
respond to violence not with hatred and violence, but by 
living the life of Jesus and walking as a child of the light.  
The way of Jesus is the path of peace and reconciliation.  
Such acts make it all the more compelling for us as baptized 
Christians to seek cooperation and build relationships of 
understanding with our Jewish and Muslim neighbors. 
We realize that we have a larger purpose than isolating 
ourselves, nursing our wounds, and simply satisfying our 
own desires. God has put us here to help others know the 
love of God and what it means to live as a child of the light.    

Our identity in Jesus Christ not only shapes how we 
respond to global crises, but also how we live each day. We 

don’t have to spend our time wishing we were somebody 
else. We don’t have to become somebody else to be happy 
or useful. We are free to be ourselves. We don’t have 
to spend our time envying the success of others. Such 
thinking clouds our vision and keeps us from seeing the 
great things God is doing through us. You are who you 
are for a purpose. You are where you are for a reason. The 
Psalm says that we are “fearfully and wonderfully made” 
(Psalm 139:14). Why do we have such a hard time getting 
that through our heads and into our hearts? Secure in our 
Christian identity, we do not have to insist that everybody 
else be like us. We can make room for others because we 
walk as a child of God in the light of Christ. When we 
begin to listen to God, all those mocking voices of self-
doubt don’t sound so loud anymore.  

Remember that you are baptized. You belong to God. 
God made you just the way you are for a purpose. Maybe 
it is time we stop trying to be what we think somebody 
else wants us to be and become the people God has 
baptized us to be. Reach down, way down deep inside 
of yourself. Know that you are a child of God, “fearfully 
and wonderfully made.” You are God’s beloved sons and 
daughters. Now, live as a child of the light. 


