“A Letter to Leon,”
by Ellen Williams Hensle, 8/23/26

Dear Leon,

We are so grateful for the opportunity to baptize you today. You are a blessing - to your parents and your family of course,
but also to us. To welcome a child into the family of faith is a gift to the whole church. For when we baptize a baby, it
reminds us that at every age and stage of our life’s journey, we are embraced by the love of God. Before we can speak, before
we can express our love for God, God expresses God’s love for us in the waters of baptism. With ordinary water made holy
by the presence of God’s Spirit, we are washed clean - we are named and claimed as God’s own - we are welcomed into

God’s family.

Today, Leon, God’s invisible grace was made visible in a palmful of water poured on your head. And through that simple
gesture, we were all reminded that no matter what age or stage we find ourselves in, we are embraced by the saving love of
God; we are part of God’s family. We needed that reminder today - we always need that reminder. So thank you for giving
us the opportunity to remember. And thank you for being you. We promise to love you at every stage of your life, and we
can’t wait to see who you become, by God’s grace.

Today through your baptism we welcomed you into this adventure we call the Christian life. It is full of ups and downs, and
we are all still figuring it out. Yes, all of us - even ministers. Even your parents - double ministers, you lucky guy. But I
promise even ministers are still figuring out how to live a Christian life. If anyone, minister or otherwise, tries to tell you
that they have all the answers, I urge you not to believe them; somehow people always seem to forget that one of the primary
virtues Jesus calls us to is humility. So it is with deep humility that I offer you some advice for the adventure of your life with

Christ.

First of all, remember that from the beginning of the book to the end, the Bible is a story of grace. And from the beginning
of your life to the end, your life with God is a story of grace. God’s grace permeates all of creation, and God’s grace seeps
into every corner of your life, too. Take our friend Peter in today’s Gospel lesson. When Jesus asks, “Who do people say that
the Son of Man is?” - in other words, “Who do people say that I, Jesus, am?” - Peter answers with full-throated confidence,
“You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God!” And Jesus calls Peter blessed, for by God’s grace the Savior’s true identity
has been revealed to him. Jesus says that Peter will be the rock on which he will build the church - the solid foundation on
which the church can grow, reaching all the way from Peter on through the ages, all the way from Peter to us.

Peter: always the A+ student, always ready with the right answer. Except that in just a few verses, Peter gets it wrong - very
wrong, in fact. When Jesus tells the disciples that he must suffer and be killed and on the third day be raised, Peter says no,
that can’t be right, Jesus. We can’t let that happen, that’s not how this is supposed to go. And Jesus turns right around and
tells Peter, “get behind me, Satan.” Quch. It takes Peter less than 10 verses to go from blessed to Satan, from foundation
stone to stumbling block. Peter, in all his humanity, totally misses the point of what Jesus is trying to do.

But that’s not where Peter’s story ends. The next chapter begins with Jesus taking Peter and two other disciples up the
mountain to witness his transfiguration. Jesus takes Peter and his friends up the mountain so the fullness of Jesus’s heavenly
glory can be revealed to their mortal eyes; Jesus takes them up the mountain to hear God’s voice ringing out from the bright
cloud, “This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.” Even though Peter has just gotten it stupendously,
terribly wrong, Jesus gives Peter another chance at understanding his identity, another chance at seeing him clearly. Jesus
gives Peter another chance to follow him faithfully. And it turns out that the whole “get behind me Satan” episode does not
prevent Peter from becoming the rock upon which Jesus builds his church - neither does Peter’s triple denial of Jesus during
the trial leading up to his crucifixion. Jesus gives Peter another chance, more than once - Jesus offers Peter grace upon grace,
again and again.

And so Jesus offers us grace, too. In all our fallen humanity, we will sometimes get it wonderfully right, like Peter clearly
confessing Jesus as Messiah. And sometimes we will get it stupendously, terribly wrong, like Peter rebuking Jesus and earning
the title Satan: adversary, tempter. But even when we get it wonderfully right, that doesn’t earn us God’s love. God loves us
before we can do anything wrong or right. And even when we get it horrifically wrong, God offers us grace to try again. So,
Leon, don’t get too discouraged when you make mistakes, or when you don’t understand, or when you get yourself into a
fine mess. God’s grace surrounds you, offering you forgiveness, covering you with love, and redeeming even your very worst.
Grace is the beginning and the end of your story.



Peter’s foibles in the Gospel of Matthew also remind us that even the smartest person in the room, the A+ student, the
leader of the class - even Jesus’s very best disciple misunderstands him sometimes. Remember when I said we were all still
trying to figure out the Christian life? Even Peter got it wrong. He didn’t understand that Jesus’s life would include suffering
- and judging by Jesus’s response, that anyone who wants to follow him must deny themselves, take up their cross and
follow him - judging by Jesus’ response, perhaps Peter also did not yet understand that his own life would include suffering
as well.

Peter’s misunderstanding is an important reminder for us that living the Christian life does not mean that everything will go
perfectly for us. Following Jesus does not give us any “get out of suffering free” cards, though some people will try to sell you
that perversion of our faith. The fact of the matter is that sometimes following Jesus means that we are called to do hard
things: things that require us to give up something we love, or things that require us to suffer for the sake of others, because
God asks us to love our neighbors as ourselves. This may be especially true for your family, Leon, what with this “two
ministers as parents” business. Remember that they are following Jesus the best way they know how, and that God’s grace
surrounds them, too.

And remember that no matter how bad things get - even at your lowest lows, even in those moments when you can’t see
how things could possibly turn around for the better - no matter how bad things get, there is always hope. Because Christ
has already won the victory. As Jesus tells Peter in our passage for today, the gates of Hades will not prevail against the
church; the very powers of hell cannot forestall the inbreaking of the kingdom of God. Through the incarnation of Christ,
the kingdom of God has already come, and the kingdom of God continues to emerge: it continues to emerge in the most
surprising ways, in the most unexpected places.

And so, Leon, when you are tempted to despair - and there may be many moments when you are tempted to despair -
when you are tempted to despair, look for the ways God’s grace is making itself known in the world. Look for the good.
Look for the helpers. Look out for new life springing up from where there looked to be only death. If you open your eyes,
you will see it: you will see resurrection happening all around you. Not even the powers of hell can keep God’s kingdom
from coming. So when things look to be beyond redemption, take heart, have hope: death is never the end of the story. And
wherever you can, however you can, plant seeds of hope for others. Goodness knows this world needs all the hope it can get.

There are many more things to say about the Christian life, little Leon, and I hope your family will stick around for long
enough that we can say many of them to you, and you can say some of them to us, too. In fact, that’s the last thing I want to
remind you today: that we are here for you. When you were baptized just a few minutes ago, we made promises to you. We
made promises to love you, to teach you and nurture you and encourage you. We made a promise to be your family. I assure
you that we do not take that promise lightly. You're stuck with us now, kid. Like your biological family we may sometimes
drive you bonkers; you might sometimes wish you could get away from us. We'll try our best to give you space when you
need it.

But we also promise to be here for you when you need us. All these people sitting with you in the pews this morning, they
have a lot of experience living the Christian life: seeking truth, doing justice; loving neighbors, walking humbly; living
generously, spreading hope; showing grace, awaiting resurrection. These people in the pews with you have a lot of experience
following Jesus wherever he may lead; they are a wealth of collective wisdom. So don’t be afraid to ask your questions. Don’t
be afraid to lean on us when you need support. And don’t be afraid to be your whole self with us. That’s what we’re here for
- to be your family, loving you with the kind of love that reflects God’s wholehearted love for you. And I have no doubt you
will reflect God’s love to us as well - you already do.

I think that’s enough for now, little one. You certainly don’t have to learn it all today. We’ll be here to remind you that your
life is full of God’s grace, that even the best disciples make mistakes, that sometimes God calls us to do hard things or even
give up our very lives to follow Christ - but there is always resurrection; there is always hope. And most of all we’ll be here
to remind you that you that God loves you, and we love you. If you remember nothing else, know this: you are loved, you
are loved, you are loved.

Yours sincerely, with grace & peace,
Your pastor and your church family



