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The Rev. Christine Love Mendoza 
The Episcopal Church of the Good Shepherd 

Baptism of Our Lord, January 8, 2017 
Matthew 3:13-17 

 
Come Holy Spirit and kindle in the hearts of your faithful the fire of your love. Amen. 

 
I was born on a beautiful spring day in San Antonio, Texas. And, I am told that it was an 

exceptional year for the spring wildflowers in the hill country. The Blue Bonnets, Indian 
Blankets, and Verbena were in glorious abundance, and even the drive to the hospital was lovely. 
My parents tell me that they had struggled for a long time to decide on a name for me. They went 
through just about every female name they could think of before they finally agreed upon 
“Christine.” I am told it was the only appealing girl’s name for which neither one had met 
someone of that name that they hadn’t liked. And, thankfully, I turned out to be a girl because I 
am told that if I had been a boy my name would have been Reader. It was never explained to me 
where that name came from, although I suppose it would have fit as I am a voracious reader. But 
even still…  
 As I’ve mentioned before, I did not grow up in a Christian or otherwise religious 
household. To call my parents agnostic would be generous, but to say they were atheist would be 
a bit too much. I bring this up because of the delightful irony around this story. You see, that 
spring day on which I was born just so happened to be Easter morning and the name Christine is 
the female version of Christian, or follower of Christ. 

I am positive that my parents didn’t name me Christine because they believed I would be 
a follower of Christ. And I am equally certain that they never imagined that I would later become 
a priest in the Church. While all that may be true, it doesn’t mean that the name didn’t have 
significance. Ever since a young child, I’ve sought a relationship with God. The paths of these 
searches may not have all been fruitful, but they have been searches for the divine, nonetheless. 
Looking at me know, ordained and preaching to you now, and with hindsight being 20/20 and all 
that, my name doesn’t seem merely coincidental. Maybe, just maybe, there is power in a name. 
Maybe a name itself can be formative. Perhaps a name may sometimes reveal hidden truth.  
 Human cultures over the sweep of history have certainly thought so. Many (perhaps 
most) cultures have placed great meaning and value in a name given to a person. Many cultures 
have elaborate naming ceremonies in which names and attributes are conferred – both those 
believed to be present already as well as those desired. Most major religions also include some 
sort of ceremonial naming ritual.  

Two summers ago, I had the privilege to preside at a Yoruban naming ceremony, baby 
blessing, and Eucharist for two young twin girls. Among the Yoruba in Nigeria, names are 
traditionally conferred upon children seven to nine days after their birth. The names themselves 
have significance and meaning, and each girl received five names in addition to their family 
name. I can’t successfully pronounce these Yoruban names this morning, but I can tell you they 
each was special and imbued with meaning, such as: “God blessed me with a gift”, “Body of 
God”, “Child of the crown”, “Eternal happiness”, “Child gives joy.” It is my prayer that these 
two girls grow into the grace of their names and live fully their meaning.  
 Naming assumes importance throughout our scriptures, as well. So much so that there are 
some who were given new names to mark a life-changing event. Jacob is given the name Israel 
after his night visit and struggle with the angel.  Abram and Sarai are renamed Abraham and 
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Sarah as a sign of the covenant that God has made with them, and to signify God’s promise that 
from this barren couple will now come a multitude of nations. Jesus renamed Simon upon his 
confession of Jesus as Messiah, calling him Peter, and declaring him “the rock” upon which the 
church will be built.  
 Over the past couple of weeks, we have also heard a lot of names for Jesus. On Christmas 
Eve, we heard the nativity story, in which the angel announces to the poor, frightened shepherds 
that Jesus, the “Savior” and “Messiah” to the world, has been born that night.1 In our Old 
Testament lesson, the prophet Isaiah prophesies the coming of the Messiah and declares that the 
world will call him “Wonderful Counsellor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.”2 
On Christmas Day, our Gospel lesson began with those powerful words from John: “In the 
beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.”3 Then John 
continues to pronounce that Jesus himself is the eternal Word made flesh to come and dwell 
among us.  
 Last Sunday, we celebrated the Feast of the Holy Name. In our collect for that day, we 
prayed, “Eternal Father, you gave to your incarnate Son the holy name of Jesus to be the sign of 
our salvation” and Shannon reminded us in her sermon that the name Jesus means, “God Saves”. 
And on Friday, we celebrated the Feast of Epiphany and the arrival of the three wise men, who 
traveled such great distances because of the appearance of the star and brought precious royal 
gifts to the infant in Bethlehem, the one they referred to as “king of the Jews”. 
 The season after Epiphany is one in which Jesus’ full and true nature is revealed to us. 
Today, the first Sunday after Epiphany, this nature is revealed in a grand way as Jesus now 
enters the world stage with a bang. For some time now, his cousin John has been preaching a 
baptism of repentance to prepare the way for the One who comes next, the long-awaited 
Messiah. Jesus decides to inaugurate his public ministry by being baptized by John in the Jordan. 
At first John balks at this, but Jesus persists and eventually John consents. After John baptizes 
Jesus, and as he comes up out of the water, Matthew tells us that the heavens were suddenly 
opened and Jesus sees the Spirit of God descend upon him like a dove. This vision of the dove is 
accompanied by the heavenly voice that claims Jesus and acknowledges his vocation, saying 
“This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.”   

At his birth, Jesus was identified as the Messiah, and now he is proclaimed as the Son of 
God for all to recognize. Unlike in Luke’s account in which the voice appears to speak only to 
Jesus, Matthew makes it clear that this is no private message reserved for Jesus alone – God’s 
proclamation of claiming and blessing Jesus is for all to hear. So, in addition to the names given 
Jesus by the angels, prophets, wise men, and evangelists, God the Father now weighs in and 
confers upon Jesus the two most important ones: My Son, the Beloved. Before all else – before 
being called Messiah, Teacher, Healer, Prince of Peace, Savior, Lord – Jesus is first and foremost 
God’s Son and Beloved. 

Like Jesus, we, too have many names. Throughout the course of our lives, we may be 
called many things. I have received many names over the decades of my life: daughter, friend, 
granddaughter, niece, wife, mother, student, boss, griever, priest, Child of God. Some of these 
names were granted because of some achievement, others conferred in recognition of a 
significant change in my very being. Some names are commonly shared with many people, and 

                                                 
1 Luke 2:11; NRSV 
2 Isaiah 9:6; NRSV 
3 John 1:1-1; NRSV 
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some are more unusual to come by. While they are all true and each reveals some distinctive 
aspect of my nature and identity, only one is the root of them all – that is Child of God. 

In the Christian tradition, we receive our names at baptism. Sometimes these are names 
that we may have been called for a while (maybe even decades) before being declared at the 
baptismal font. Sometimes, we receive a new baptismal name at that time. Whatever names are 
pronounced at that font, the rite of baptism most especially affirms and pronounces our true 
name and identity as Child of God. 

As Jesus came up out of the waters of the River Jordan, he was claimed and named by the 
heavenly voice as God’s Son, the Beloved. Jesus is described as chosen and beloved, and as 
such, he is the complete expression of God’s nature and the perfect example of what it means to 
be human in the image of God. And as we are brought to new life in Christ through our own 
baptismal waters, we, too, are proclaimed as God’s own Beloved Children. This is the new and 
everlasting life promised by Christ, and Child of God is the name we bear before all others. This 
is the name that is impressed upon the very substance of our soul. It is as we accept and choose 
to live in the power of our own baptism that we come to share in what St. Paul described as the 
“freedom of the glory of the children of God.”4   
 
Amen. 

                                                 
4 Romans 8:21b; NRSV 


