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Ever since I can remember, I’ve fretted over how 

many Christian denominations there are - not only the 

number of denominations and their often-contradictory 

theologies, but the incomprehensible variety of what any 

one individual actually claims to believe within the same 

faith. 

We’re not talking about just the Roman Catholics 

and the Anglicans and the United Methodists and the 

Baptists…a study – now 18-years old in the Encyclopedia 

of American Religions: the latest data I could find – 

identifies 9,999 distinct world religions, plus Christianity 

– in which they counted 33,820 denominations alone. 

10-thousand distinct religions – and 34,000 

denominations in Christianity alone. And those are just 

educated guesses. That’s a net increase – even using 

those now surely outdated 1999 figures - of 270 new 

denominations every year - or five new ones each week.   

OMG: Oh, my God! Geeze! It’s no wonder 

Millennials are fed-up with organized religion. No 

wonder otherwise sensible, rational people often make 

light of Christianity. Who knows what is “right” and 

what’s wacky? Who knows what to believe?  

 Pilate asked Jesus that dark, evil night before his 

crucifixion “What…is…’truth?’ And, apparently, it was so 

obvious to Jesus that he didn’t even respond. For 

Christians, that’s our only ‘standard’ - the person of 

Jesus: what he did, what he said, how he lived and how 

he died – and why. “Not to condemn us, but to save us.”   

But, with all the variety of denominations, even 

Jesus has been “bastardized” debased, cheapened, 

perverted, and profaned along the way. It’s simply 

unavoidable. And, if you’re more scandalized by my use 

of the word “bastardized” than you are about this 

incomprehensible morass of religion, then you haven’t 

been listening– so, wake up!  

Of all the truths in the Bible – depending on 

which of those 34,000 denominations you choose - the 

most true of all, to me are those 8 words in 2nd 

Corinthians 5:7: “We walk by faith, and not by sight.” 

That’s really what all this ‘religion’ stuff is about 

when you come right down to it. Cognitively – that is, 

rationally, we ‘know’ nothing about God: ‘walking by 

faith and not by sight’ is the only explanation of why we 

self-declared Christians – oh! -  I mean us self-declared 

‘Lutheran Christians’ as opposed to those ‘Baptist’ 

Christians, or those ‘Unitarian’ Christians, or the 

‘Presbyterian’ Christians – the only rationale to drag 

ourselves out of a warm bed to even show up here on 

Sunday morning has got to be faith – not sight. 

It’s why we do Community Meals every 

month…feed 150 people over Christmas, and why – in 

less than a month - we let people snag over 70 winter 

scarves hanging on our fence. It’s how – in the faintest of 

ways – we ‘understand’ the promises of the Eucharist 

and what happens in Holy Baptism…’we walk by faith – 

and not by sight.’ So, what ties us together? 

This morning, a few of those nearly 34,000 

Christian denominations celebrate the feast day of “The 

Baptism of the Lord:” a day which - in the early Church –  

was more important than Christmas: celebrating their 

‘identity’ – and ours - as a ‘child of God’…the identity of 

being ‘salt’ and ‘yeast’ in the world, and of living – or at 

least trying to live - in the Light of what God wishes us to 

be.” 

But, it’s really a pretty weird thing to do – this 

Baptism thing: so different from all the other things we 

do in life. When I ask people why they want their children 

baptized, I get a glassy-eyed stare and a tongue-tied 

response. Even most of us who come here every week, 

would be hard-pressed to say. 

Now, I’m not a ‘fan” of tattoos – but, to each his 

own: whatever floats your boat, I guess.  But, I do have 

one: I fondly refer to it as my “H2O-T.” There were only 

a few people there to see me get it, and it’s really not 

very big…you won’t find it anywhere you’d normally be 

inclined to touch, and it wasn’t done in ink. But, I still 

hope you can see its effect. The tattoo artist was an 

exceptionally good one – he’s done plenty of them over 

the years. And, what they told me he said when he 

etched it on was pretty profound: “Cam Keyser: you have 

been sealed by the Holy Spirit, and marked with the cross 

of Christ forever.” 

Maybe you have one of those, too - huh? – one 

of those ‘H2O-Ts?’, the one in which God claims you as 
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his very own… and then - not because we’ve ever done 

anything to deserve it - but simply because we belong to 

him – declares  “In you, beloved, I am well-pleased.” 

That’s one heckuva tattoo! And it can never be 

reversed. 

Every baptism is an image of beauty amid chaos: 

God parting the chaotic waters of creation to lead us out 

of bondage and into hope: the reality of God at work in 

us in spite of us. 

But, believing that doesn’t come easy – it’s not 

always the story we tell ourselves…another story runs in 

our head: of what a failure we are, or how we’re not 

attractive enough or talented enough or clever enough 

to be ‘beloved’ - much less have someone be pleased 

with us.  

That’s why we need to remember - as often as 

we can – our own, personal ‘H2O-T’ drawn on our 

forehead oh so many years ago – remember in order to 

counter the story the world often tells that we don't 

measure up, or that we aren't ‘good’ enough to belong. 

And so, that’s really what we do as we come 

here: week after week, year after year – we come to 

‘remember’ the gift and promise of baptism - because 

sometimes our wells run dry, and the difficulty of life 

shrivels our hearts and sears our mouths leaving us with 

no words to pray, no songs to sing…no faith even, to 

share. Sometimes we need others to sing those songs for 

us, and to pray the prayers we can't always pray – to 

speak the words of faith that we have trouble even 

believing.   

So, we come: letting those words and notes and 

prayers wash over us…and refresh us: reminded – in our 

darkness - of the Light of God's Love gathered up in a few 

drops of water in a silver shell. We hold our breath, we 

remember our baptism, and – in whatever dark valley we 

find ourselves – no matter what chaos may be raging 

around us - we sense the Spirit of God shining a beacon 

of hope, speaking the Promise of new life – a Light we 

can only see, and a Promise we can only hear and believe 

as we “walk by faith…and not by sight.” Amen.  
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