
Dear People of Church of the Good Shepherd, 

   Last Sunday my sermon was extemporaneous, so I cannot send you a copy via 

email. However, Bishop Stokes sent out a letter to the people of the diocese that 

expresses the same. That letter follows. 

I am following that letter with a copy of the sermon I intended for last Sunday, 

Lent I, in case you are interested. 

   God bless us all at this time. 

   Mother Susan+  

FROM THE BISHOP: 

Dear People of the Diocese of New Jersey, 

 

A voice is heard in Ramah, 

            Lamentation and bitter weeping, 

Rachel is weeping for her children; 

            She refuses to be comforted for her children, 

Because they are no more….(Jeremah 31:15) 

 

Once again, this nation has been visited by great evil:  the evil of a mass school shooting. 

17 were killed at Marjorie Douglas Stoneman High School in Parkland, Florida on Ash 

Wednesday – a day when we “acknowledge our wretchedness.” 

16 year-old Carmen Schentrup was among those killed on Wednesday. She was an active 

member of St. Mary Magdalene Church in Hollywood, Florida where my good friend 

Mark Sims is Rector. She was also active in Episcopal Youth activities in the wider 

Church. When I heard the news of Carmen’s death, I texted my condolences to Mark. He 

responded by text, “Chip, Thank you.  One day this beautiful vibrant girl opens my office 

door to announce that she had been accepted at UF [University of Florida].  Two days 

later I’m sitting with the family and the FBI hearing for the first time that she been shot 

and killed…” It made me cry. Needless to say, all the killings this past Wednesday are 

devastating. 

There have been 25 fatal school shooting incidents since Columbine, including the 2012 

mass shooting at Sandy Hook Elementary School when 20 children between six and 

seven years old were killed along with six adults. There are more mass shootings in the 

United States than in any other country. 

According to Wikipedia, “…the rate at which public mass shootings occur has tripled 

since 2011. Between 1982 and 2011, a mass shooting occurred roughly once every 200 

days. However, between 2011 and 2014 that rate has accelerated greatly with at least one 

mass shooting occurring every 64 days in the United States.”  Nearly 1,500 children 

under the age of 18 die in this country each year as a result of gun violence. Still, we do 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mass_shootings_in_the_United_States


nothing.  Congress sits on its hands, NRA money in its pocket! 

I agree with those who recognize that “thoughts and prayers” are no longer enough; 

people must act. 

Yesterday, I participated in a Bishops United Against Gun Violence (BUAGV) conference 

call. BUAGV is a network of more than 70 bishops of the Episcopal Church across the 

country, and across the political spectrum who have joined together to advocate for 

responsible, common-sense gun legislation in this country. We will issue a statement 

today or tomorrow that will propose concrete actions concerned Episcopalians and others 

will be able to take to help end the scourge of gun violence which plagues this nation, 

killing our children and others at a rate that far exceeds the rate in any other developed 

country. 

I will no longer be politically correct or patient with those who say we are “politicizing 

the issue,” or who say that “this is not the time for this discussion.”  Now is the 

acceptable time… Children are dying, through the use of assault weapons in our schools, 

through the use of handguns on our city streets.  It is time to stop this insanity. It is time 

to value our children more than our guns.  Rachel is weeping for her children because 

they are no more… 

Faithfully yours in Christ, 

The Right Reverend William H. (Chip) Stokes, D.D. Bishop of New Jersey 

 
And here is my sermon. 
 
Originally for February 17 & 18 Lent 1 

    A few years ago, I served as an Interim priest at St. Mary’s in Stone Harbor.  Since we 

were right on the ocean we had Saturday 5 PM services on the beach in the summer. We 

had many baptisms – in the ocean.  I loved it!  First, instead of blessing some water in a 

bowl, I got to bless the entire Atlantic Ocean!  Second, it was slightly nerve-wracking but 

fun if there were any kind of waves.  The sands were always shifting under my feet and 

both my husband and another strong man from the congregation had to hang on to my 

arms so I didn’t fall in, baby and all!  Baptism by immersion by mistake!  

    Baptisms should be exciting. 

    And water is powerful. Our readings for this Sunday, the first Sunday of Lent, all have 

significant references to water.  All life on earth depends on water. It is only fitting that one 

of our rites of passage, baptism, should involve water.  I was baptized by immersion in my 

Swedish Baptist Church when I was about 11 years old.  You don’t forget it! Yes – it’s a little 

scary – you’re being leaned backward into a complete backward dunk. You’re entirely 

dependent on someone else supporting you -----  backwards! It makes the death and new 

life imagery of baptism very real.   



    Baptism in the Episcopal Church is an initiation rite.  If those being baptized are infants 

(and they usually are), they have godparents who, along with their parents take vows that 

they will see to it that the child is brought up in the Christian faith and life.  I take those 

vows seriously.  If people are getting their kids baptized just because grandparents want 

them to, I talk to them about the seriousness of vows taken before God, but I will never 

refuse to baptize a child.  It’s not some poor kid’s fault that their parents don’t get it.  I help 

to start them on a journey that I pray will continue.  

    Confirmation is when a child decides for him or herself that they choose to confirm the 

vows their godparents and parents made on their behalf when he or she was a baby.   

    We baptize both children and adults in the Episcopal church.  I remember teaching a First 

Solemn Communion class where one of the classes was on baptism and I brought a doll and 

we all took turns baptizing her.  I heard later from parents that many dolls, including G.I. 

Joes, were later baptized – also pets who had the patience or couldn’t escape.   

    Baptism in my old Baptist church was testimony.  You had to request your baptism 

yourself because you were choosing to testify to the fact that you had asked Jesus into your 

heart and you were saved.  [Let me reassure you.  We’re all saved if we’re just willing to 

recognize and accept it.] 

    And water…  well, water is not just runny stuff.  It’s a powerful image, a powerful 

metaphor.  Our bodies are anywhere from 50 to 65% water.  Water is sustenance. Water is 

energy. Water is essential. Water has power that can be harnessed.  Think of huge 

hydroelectric plants.  The power of water can be dangerous. Think of tsunami, giant tidal 

waves – the enormity and force of all that water.  And then, think of floating in a peaceful 

Atlantic Ocean, the enormity of all that water stretching from you, uninterrupted, all the 

way to Europe!  Compared to the tremendous depth of the ocean, an ocean liner is like a 

child’s toy boat floating on the surface.    

     There are places on earth where people can’t live because there is no water. We need 

water. Water has a significance for us that affects us consciously and subconsciously.  Even 

before we’re born, we float comfortably in the womb.  

    We have hundreds of flood stories in our collective human history. Most usually involve 

an angry god and the salvation of a small group of people to carry on civilization.  The story 

of Noah and his family is one of these stories.  In the last two centuries, geologists have 

discovered that around 10,000 years ago there were many cases of tsunami–like floods of, 

shall we say, “biblical” proportions (?) due to the melting of Ice Age ice dams. These flood 

stories were not so much myths, but ways to explain the actual, huge, catastrophic flood 

events that happened all over the world at roughly the same time. 

    Our story of Noah is no different. It shows respect for the power of water and uses the 

significance of the event to establish God’s covenant with all living beings (animals were 

included in the covenant, by the way!) to never again destroy all the living creatures of the 

earth by flood.  Water was a sign of that covenant. 



    Water signified a change in God’s attitude. We know that God’s bow in the clouds was a 

rainbow made up of water droplets as they reflected, refracted and dispersed the sunlight 

that passed through them showing the colors of the spectrum. The rainbow signified that 

God would never allow such a catastrophe to happen again. 

    Jesus’ baptism by water was a prelude to his temptation in the wilderness.  Today we 

heard the gospel of Mark’s version of that event. The Gospel of Mark is the shortest gospel.  

It’s the most succinct. I think sometimes it’s actually terse. Here water signaled a change in 

the way of Jesus’ life and a move into his mission.  There’s no description in Mark of what 

happened to Jesus in the wilderness – only that he was tempted by Satan. He was there for 

40 days with wild beasts, but angels waited on him.  What happened exactly is left to our 

imaginations. 

    The area of the Jordan where we believe John baptized Jesus is south of Galilee and south 

of Jerusalem. It’s a wilderness area that is almost completely barren – just one hill of dirt 

after another.  It would be so easy to get lost there. Aren’t being lost, and being tempted both 

opportunities for despair?  I think they are.  

    We also have a reading from Peter that recalls Jesus’ baptism and compares it to Noah’s 

salvation through water, bringing both stories together. Peter says that baptism isn’t just 

about removing dirt from the body, but is an appeal to God for a clean conscience through 

Jesus Christ.  

    Water – powerful, dangerous, soothing, and thirst-quenching – an absolute necessity and 

a threat. 

    I remember, when I was just a kid, thinking that I could keep afloat for hours if I had to, 

that all I had to do was relax and float. I would never drown. Oh, those wonderful days, 

when you’re sure you’re going to live forever! 

    Then we come to the reality of our lives, that like any story, we have a beginning, a 

middle, and an end.  It would be so easy to lose oneself in a wilderness of despair over the 

limits of our very humanity. It would be so tempting.  But there is more. More awaits us.  

 Humans are wonderful creations!  We are created in God’s image.  We can talk to 

God.  We can love God.  And we can know for all time that God is in covenant with us, that 

God loves us, always and forever – no matter who we are – no matter what we’ve done – no 

matter how tired and weary we get – no matter how much we are tempted – no matter 

what our personal wilderness looks like.  No matter if we feel as if we are drowning in 

despair. God is here – always – with us – always – always loving us. 

 


