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It seemed an ordinary day in the life of a baptizing prophet named John. His way of life may 

have been a little “out there” for most people’s tastes. Mark tells us that he ate locusts and wild 

honey, wore clothing made from camel’s hair, and even fastened a leather belt around his waist.  

John was a rugged man. Yet people flocked from miles around. In fact, they came “from the 

whole Judean countryside” and even the great city of Jerusalem to hear him. 

 

John called the people to repentance for the forgiveness of their sins. They confessed their sins 

and were baptized by him in the Jordan River. These were powerful spiritual moments for the 

people, but even John knew that his work was limited in scope. As he preached, he announced 

the arrival of one more powerful even than he was. John told his followers that while he baptized 

with water, this one that would follow him would baptize them with the Holy Spirit. 

 

One ordinary day became extraordinary when Jesus walked onto the scene. There was no need 

for this one to repent and yet he came to receive John’s baptism as if showing the way into the 

waters of faith for those who had gathered at the Jordan’s banks that day; perhaps even ushering 

us into those waters to this very day. 

 

Standing before his cousin, John, Jesus went under the water and rose back up again. As he 

broke from the depths of the waters into the light of this extraordinary day, Mark tells us that 

“the heavens” were “torn apart and the Spirit” descended upon Jesus “like a dove.” In that 

moment, a voice declared from heaven, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well 

pleased.’’ 

 

The gospel writers each tell this story a little bit differently. In Mark and Luke, the voice that 

speaks from above speaks to Jesus directly: “You are my Son.” In Matthew’s account, the voice 

seems to address those around: “This is my Son.” In any case, Jesus’ baptism serves as a 

powerful reminder of who he is. I’d like to think that the voice was as much for Jesus as it was 

for the crowds. Perhaps it was even meant for us today to remember this sacred moment when 

God speaks to remind all of us, including Jesus, that he is loved and claimed. 
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This is also true for us in our own baptism. It is a very sacred moment when our name is spoken 

at baptism, no matter our age in that moment. In our baptism, we affirm that we are claimed by 

God in Jesus Christ. The great reformer Martin Luther is often said to have claimed that sacred 

reminder for himself whenever he felt as if his soul was in peril. Whenever he felt as if God 

might abandon him, I’ve heard it said that he would reply, “I am baptized,”1 as if to remind 

himself of God’s claim on his life. 

 

It is important for us to remember, from time to time, who we are and whose we are. We need to 

take the time to remember the claim that God has on us and to reflect on what that might mean 

for us in these moments. 

 

Two years ago, when I was walking the Camino de Santiago, I took my first two days easy. I 

wasn’t sure if I could hike over the Pyrenees in a day, so I took two days. A couple of days later, 

I was excited to be heading into Pamplona. As a Spanish major in college, I couldn’t wait to get 

to Pamplona. I knew there would a lot of beauty in that town made so famous for the Festival of 

San Fermín that would happen in July. Los sanfermines is when Pamplona has their annual 

running of the bulls through the streets to the bullring or plaza de toros. While I wasn’t going to 

be there for that, it was a big city with plenty of other cultural opportunities along my route. In 

fact, Pamplona became the first city where I took a day of rest. 

 

On my way to Pamplona in the first few days of my journey, I heard several pilgrims tell me to 

stop at St. Stephen’s Church in Zabaldika. They spoke of a staircase to climb to the top of a bell 

tower. My guidebook also told me of a small albergue, or hostel, that was there as well. 

 

Part way through my journey that day, I saw the church on a hilltop. The climb up the hill to the 

church was a little arduous that day. My calves were still screaming at me from the steep descent 

out of the Pyrenees only a couple of days before this. When I arrived at the church, I stopped 

outside for a moment on a bench to rest before entering. As I stepped up to the door, I was 

greeted by an older nun who was so warm and welcoming. After greeting her in Spanish, she 

began to speak perfect English to me. By our dialects, we both realized that neither one of us was 

a native speaker. 

 

In English, her name was Sister Mary of the Annunciation. Sister Mary, a member of the Order 

of Sisters of the Sacred Heart, invited me in to view the beautiful little church. She handed me a 

couple of pieces of paper about the church and some thoughts about the Camino. As she told me 

about her church, she asked me about my journey and why I was walking the Camino. I 

explained to her that I was ordained pastor in the United Methodist Church and that I was 

currently serving as a District Superintendent. I told her that I was on renewal leave and this was 

a time for me to reconnect with God as well as other people. 

 

When she heard my story and found out that I was a Protestant, she asked me if I had 

communion when I had crossed into Spain at Roncesvalles. Roncesvalles is the Spanish start to 

the French route of the Camino. It is the first town just over the Pyrenees when you arrive in 

Spain. There is a beautiful large church there where they have a daily pilgrim mass as many 

begin their journey from around that area. 
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I turned to Sister Mary and told her that I did not receive communion and I explained why. You 

see, the mass was entirely in Spanish. As a former Spanish major, I was excited that I could 

understand the scripture lesson and most of the homily which one of the three priests preached 

that evening. I shared with Sister Mary that there was only one part that was in English other 

than the traditional pilgrim’s blessing, which was in several languages. After understanding some 

words around communion in Spanish, the presiding priest reiterated his comments in English.  

He made it clear that if you were not Catholic, you could receive a blessing, but the communion 

table was only for those who were Catholic. As a United Methodist, I rejoice that we practice an 

open table, but I decided to honor their practice even if I didn’t agree with it. I didn’t want to 

offend anyone, so I refrained. 

 

Sister Mary looked me in the eye and said, “I don’t like that they do that there. I have communed 

with Methodists, Lutherans, and many other Protestants all over the world. Nowhere else on this 

journey will you experience a priest that will exclude you or anyone from the table. No one else 

will ask you who or what you are because you are a peregrino and that is enough.” 

 

Peregrino is the Spanish word for pilgrim. Sister Mary went on to say, “From now on, whenever 

you have the opportunity to receive the Eucharist, you receive it. You are a peregrino and that is 

enough! On this journey, that is all that matters; you are walking as a peregrino. It does not 

matter if you are ordained clergy or laity. If anyone asks you who you are, you are a peregrino 

and that makes you worthy.” 

 

Sister Mary then invited me to stay in their small albergue that night. She told me that they 

would have a community meal where everyone pitched in to help out and that it would be 

followed by a Taizé worship service. She said they would even have communion and the priest 

would serve anyone who came forward. 

 

It was still early in the afternoon and I decided to continue on my journey to Pamplona that day.  

Before I left, however, there was a beautiful crucifix on a wall with a bunch of little yellow 

arrow Post-It Notes on it. Sister Mary invited me to write a prayer on one of the arrows and to 

post it on the crucifix. I wrote “Soli Deo Gloria,” Latin for “To God alone be the glory,” and then 

continued on my way. I didn’t walk up the stairs to the bell tower. I was worried that I wouldn’t 

have the strength to keep walking that day if I did. Besides, I wanted to make it to Pamplona. 

 

As I left, Sister Mary bid me a “Buen Camino.” Walking away, I looked down as I began to read 

from one of the pieces of paper she handed to me earlier. At the top, it was entitled, The 

Beatitudes of the Pilgrim. On the half sheet of paper were written the following words: 

 

1. Blessed are you pilgrim, if you discover that the “camino” opens your eyes to what is not 

seen. 

2. Blessed are you pilgrim, if what concerns you most is not to arrive, as to arrive with 

others. 

3. Blessed are you pilgrim, when you contemplate the “camino” and you discover it is full 

of names and dawns. 

4. Blessed are you pilgrim, because you have discovered that the authentic “camino” begins 

when it is completed. 
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5. Blessed are you pilgrim, if your knapsack is emptying of things and your heart does not 

know where to hang up so many feelings and emotions. 

6. Blessed are you pilgrim, if you discover that one step back to help another is more 

valuable than a hundred forward without seeing what is at your side. 

7. Blessed are you pilgrim, when you don’t have words to give thanks for everything that 

surprises you at every twist and turn of the way. 

8. Blessed are you pilgrim, if you search for the truth and make of the “camino” a life, and 

of your life a “way,” in search of the one who is the Way, the Truth, and the Life. 

9. Blessed are you pilgrim, if on the way you meet yourself and gift yourself with time, 

without rushing, so as not to disregard the image in your heart. 

10. Blessed are you pilgrim, if you discover that the “camino” holds a lot of silence; and the 

silence of prayer; and the prayer of meeting with God who is waiting for you. 

 

As I walked down the hill from the Zabaldika, the St. Stephen Church, and Sister Mary, I began 

to weep. I kept looking over my shoulder as I thought about how Sister Mary had told me who I 

was in those moments. I was a “Peregrino,” a “Pilgrim,” and nothing else mattered. Along this 

journey, I didn’t need to be pastor, a district superintendent, or a representative of the Bishop that 

I served. Sister Mary had spoken to my soul as she reminded me of my identity. I was a 

“pilgrim” and that was enough! 

 

Walking away with tears in my eyes, I kept thinking that I needed to go back, but the hill was so 

steep and I wanted to get to Pamplona. I paused again and again as I looked over my shoulder 

with a desire to return, only to continue on my journey until the church disappeared behind a hill.  

I resolved from that day forward that when my soul told me to stop and listen for what God had 

for me, I would stop and listen. I regretted that I didn’t stay, but I made my mind up that 

afternoon that I would not have any more regrets on the journey. 

 

Several days later, I met Papa Jesús, an amazing priest, at an albergue with a community meal, 

mass, and an evening prayer service. That time, I communed and I stayed because I knew my 

soul needed some tending. 

 

At Birmingham and Berkley First, we have come a long way on the journey of faith that God has 

placed before us. Today, FORWARD, our visioning and planning team, is asking us to take a 

moment in worship to reflect on where we have been and where God may be leading us. One of 

the ways that we will do that is through a survey that we are taking today. While you may read it 

and wonder what in the world it may have to offer us in these moments or why it asks particular 

questions, please keep in mind that our answers together will help FORWARD to assist us as we 

listen for the soul of our congregation. In these moments, we are pausing on the journey to spend 

some time remembering who we are. 

 

It would be easy for us to forge ahead with what everyone thinks may need to be done, but in 

doing so, we could miss what is really important for us along the way. Perhaps God will not 

speak as loudly as the voice from heaven at Jesus’ baptism, but I do believe that when we take 

time to remember who and whose we are, God will speak to the gathered community. Today, it 

may be that God has something to speak to us together through you. So our survey time is just 
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that: it is time for us to stop and listen to God’s voice among us, reminding us who we are and 

helping us to discern who we will be. 

 

When I arrived in Santiago almost a month after meeting Sister Mary, I attended the pilgrim’s 

mass yet again. It was completely in Spanish as it had been at the beginning of my journey. For 

the second time on this pilgrimage, I heard in Spanish, as well as English, the words about who 

was welcome at the table. In my heart, I heard the words of Sister Mary, “You are a peregrino 

and that is enough.” This time, however, I went up and received the sacrament. Some of my 

Protestant and even relapsed Catholic companions followed me and received the sacrament as 

well. Afterwards, they said, “Elbert, you went up, and so we figured that we could go as well.”  

Sister Mary helped a lot of us to remember who we were by the end of that journey. 

 

As we pause in moments like these to remember who we are, may we help others to hear how 

beloved they are as well. As we move into the future God has for us, these moments may not 

only bless our souls, but many others who will hear God’s voice claiming them along this 

journey. Remember, my friends, remember who you are; remember who we are: peregrinos, 

pilgrims, beloved. And that is enough! 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 http://www.therecapitulator.com/i-am-baptized/ 

 


