“God’s Shows No Partiality”
A Sermon delivered by Rev. John Balicki
St. Luke’s Church, Wilton, Maine
January 11, 2026; Feast of the Baptism of Our Lord

 “In most families, there is a favorite child. Parents deny it and maybe they truly don’t see it, but it’s obvious to the children. Unfairness bothers children greatly. It’s hard to always come in second.”— Karen Joy Fowler
“There is no such thing as an impartial jury because there are no impartial people. There are people that argue on the web for hours about who their favorite character on 'Friends' “is. – Jon Stewart
Our scriptures today clearly talk about favorites and non-favorites, partiality and impartiality. In our first lesson from the Prophet Isaiah he speaks of a future Servant who is clearly favored and called for a very special mission. 
Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul delights;
I have put my spirit upon him; he will bring forth justice to the nations.
Perhaps this favoritism isn’t so bad because it is about a mythical hero, the Servant of God, who will clearly communicate God’s message. 
The Gospel shows more favoritism because it is personal - as Jesus of Nazareth comes up out of the water “And when Jesus had been baptized, just as he came up from the water, suddenly the heavens were opened to him and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and alighting on him. And a voice from heaven said, "This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased." Wow, talk about a clear favorite.
Next let’s look at the apostle Peter (a favorite of Jesus? Tried to get Jesus’ attention a lot but usually ended up saying or doing the wrong thing) who in his sermon today at the home of Cornelius the Gentile says “God shows no partiality” – other translations say favorites.  So which is it?  Does God play favorites or not? Peter was led by the Spirit to the home of Cornelius. Everything in his Jewish roots screamed I shouldn’t be doing this.  Here is this unclean Gentile, a Roman, a centurion – it kept getting worse – asking to be baptized. But Peter, open to the Spirit in a dream, hears God saying that salvation extends to the Gentiles. One could argue that Christianity was born this day.  Until then it was an extension of Judaism. And talk about favorites!! The Jews called themselves “The Chosen People”; they believed God favored them over all others. So for Peter to say “God shows no partiality” was a rather earth-shaking statement.  
And yet even though God shows no partiality wasn’t he partial to Cornelius? Didn’t he and his family have the status of being the first Gentiles baptized?  But didn’t someone have to be first?  Theologians have called it “the scandal of particularity”. In a world where God loves all equally some are called at special times for special roles. How can it be any other way? Why Cornelius? Why Jesus of Nazareth – simple peasant son of a carpenter in an obscure backwater town? Why Joseph? Why Mary? Why John the Baptist chosen for his special role?  Why Peter?  Why?  Why? Who says God doesn’t play favorites?
But favoritism has its price.  The Servant from the Prophet Isaiah is called the Suffering Servant, the last Servant song which we read on Good Friday says, “I gave my back to those who beat me, my cheeks to those who plucked my beard”; for Cornelius what was it like down at the command post? What did you do this weekend Cornelius? You became what? John the Baptist lost his head; seven swords were said to pierce Mary’s heart, Peter after baptizing Cornelius had to go to Jerusalem and face James and all the very Jewish leaders of the Jerusalem church.  James got thrown from a tower to his death; Peter was crucified, and Jesus?  Jesus for his favored status got reviled by authorities and eventually crucified – some favorite.
So where are we today – Whether you were favorite or non-favorite, special child, forgotten child, abused child – all are welcome to the waters of baptism; all are welcome to eat at the Lord’s table – and yes we do live in a world where all are welcome and all are equal still don’t compute – some are born into a life of wealth, many more into a life of poverty and hunger.  We live in a culture that through social media rates the best and worst of everything. Despite the favoritism of our world, we hold that all have gifts – and that baptism, not ordination, is our great equalizer – the only membership card we will need before God.
That storyis what Peter shares with Cornelius. He tells the gathered people, from another culture and tradition, that not only does God show no partiality, but that God recognizes goodness beyond the boundaries of any particular system of belief and practice. He furthermore says that his own role is one of “witness.” In other words, he doesn’t present himself as someone who has an exclusive possession of the truth, but instead as one who has been asked to observe these proceedings with profound attention. These are not the same things. To possess truth is to believe that it belongs to you and not to others. Peter no longer sees it that way.
So imagine that we each carry in our experience something of the divine to which we are witnesses, each and everyone of us carries that, whether favorite or non-favorite in our family, whether favorite or non-favorite at our work, in our church -  and it is our task to convey that. In her poem, “Sometimes”, Mary Oliver said: “Pay attention. Be astonished. Tell about it.” Particular roles – yes; particular gifts – yes; but God’s universal love for everyone is what undergirds it all. We have all had some experience of God’s love otherwise we wouldn’t be here.  
[bookmark: _GoBack]The motto for the next five Sundays of Epiphany, both in what we encounter in our scripture and in our lives is “Pay attention. Be astonished. Tell about it”   Every moment in life is an occasion of grace – whether we feel favored or forgotten, God’s grace is always present, always guiding and sustaining, and that we can be sure of. God’s favor does rest on each and everyone of us – a favor that rests even if we aren’t the favorite. 
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