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Sermon, St. David’s Episcopal Church, Lent 4, 3/14/2021 Numbers 21:4-9, John 3:14-21 

(Elizabeth Felicetti) 

I call this “Snake on a Stick” Sunday because of the snakes in both the Old Testament and the 

Gospel, and it may be my absolute least favorite Sunday to preach because of those stories, other 

than I love putting a snake in the box for the children’s sermon. Of course, we also have one of 

the most beautiful verses in the Bible this morning, John 3:16, “For God so loved the world that 

he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal 

life,” but what more is there to say after that? 

So instead, I’m wondering how many of you watched the Sunday night Oprah interview last 

weekend with Meghan and Harry. I did. Gary was embarrassed and mocked me as he went to 

bed in the middle of the interview.  

I ignored him. Many Episcopalians are, you might say, Anglophiles—that is, people who love or 

admire England. Episcopalians came out of the Church of England, and we acknowledge the 

Archbishop of Canterbury. He’s not a Pope, but we pray for him, just like we pray for Presiding 

Bishop Michael Curry, who also isn’t a pope but is the first among equals in bishops of the 

Episcopal Church. Both of those bishops have a role which is often ceremonial but also 

inspirational, making public statements. When Presiding Bishop Curry was elected to this nine-

year term in 2015, many Episcopalians, including me, were excited, because some such leaders 

in the past have not seemed particularly publicly keen on Jesus. They talked about social justice 

and work that Jesus would likely do, but Bishop Curry loves talking and preaching about Jesus. 

Many of us were thrilled again when Bishop Curry was invited to join the Archbishop of 

Canterbury at Meghan and Harry’s royal wedding almost three years ago. I skipped watching 

that event on television but did stream Bishop Curry’s sermon, and was proud of his American 

presence at that British wedding, even as I was skeptical about the whole royal thing.  

The role of the royal family in the UK reminds me a lot of some bishops who are not affiliated 

with an actual diocese: largely ceremonial but occasionally inspirational—just not, in the case of 

the royals, inspirational to me. Overall, as an American, I’m baffled by the British monarchy. To 

me, it’s an anachronism. I like the Queen because her name’s Elizabeth, but she hasn’t done as 

many interesting things as the first Queen Elizabeth did. Prince Charles and Prince William and 

Princess Kate bore me. I kinda like Harry because he’s a second son, but honestly I didn’t pay 

attention to him, other than feel sad for him when his mother died, until he married an American. 

Watching the Oprah show last weekend, I was glad that he and Meghan are now in sunny 

Montecito and away from that gray archaic life. 

There’s much to love about England, but in my opinion the monarchy isn’t one of those things. 

On the other hand, all of this lovely rose we have up here at the altar—or, some might say, 

pink—on the fourth Sunday in Lent is, in my opinion, a worthwhile inheritance from our mother 

church. The fourth Sunday in Lent, like the third Sunday in Advent, is a refreshment Sunday 

from the penitential nature of the season. Honestly, I had never heard of this tradition until my 

last semester in seminary when I was visiting Old Donation, the church in Virginia Beach where 

I had been hired but had not yet started. Gary and I were visiting during spring break from 
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seminary to find a place to live, and when we went to Old Donation that Sunday, we were 

surprised by all the pink and the flowers during Lent, and the rector explained “Refreshment 

Sunday” was a thing. Afterwards Gary asked me if I had ever heard of it before. I hadn’t, so I 

googled it. 

When I came to St. David’s you all did not use pink stuff yet, but you did know about another 

name for this fourth Sunday in Lent: “Mothering Sunday.” Here at St. David’s we used to offer a 

tea on Mothering Sunday. Now we have that tea during a non-Lenten time of year, and of course, 

in pandemic times, the beloved tea has gone the way of all our food-related activities. Mothering 

Sunday in England is a little like Mother’s Day here, although our Mother’s Day tends to be 

more about Hallmark cards and crowded restaurants and is a more recent invention. 

Mothering Sunday in merry old England, which started sometime during the middle ages, meant 

(according to Wikipedia anyway) that one returned to one’s mother church: that is, the church 

where you were baptized. Don’t you love that? I want us to gather up the people who were 

baptized here next year for Mothering Sunday. We can serve them pink cake. 

Baptism may seem like a strange thing to discuss during Lent, since we don’t typically baptize 

during Lent. Normally we save the baptisms for Easter. But in our tradition, this Sunday, the 

fourth in Lent, is one time in Lent when baptism works. The first baby I ever baptized as a priest 

was at Old Donation was on Refreshment Sunday.  

Where were you baptized? What’s your “mother church”? 

I was baptized at All Saints Episcopal Church in Phoenix, Arizona. I have a painting of the 

inside of that church in my office, painted by my late grandmother, Alice Marshall. The painting 

was an ordination gift from my parents. I wouldn’t have recognized the sanctuary, honestly, if 

they hadn’t told me because it has changed so much since she painted it back in the 50s or 60s. 

But I can see the painting when I look at my framed baptismal certificate, which is on the wall 

with the painting and my seminary graduation certificate and my ordination certificates. The 

baptismal certificate is the most important. My identity as a Christian stems from that baptism. I 

still return again and again to those baptismal vows. 

Whenever I learn that someone was baptized here at St. David’s I get excited. I was thrilled 

when the Watts moved back here from South Carolina and I learned that Courtney had been 

baptized here as a little girl, and then young Sullivan, her son, was baptized here. A few years 

ago I was at a retreat and a priest in Texas told me that he had been baptized here. We have 

baptized so many children and adults in our short 54-year history, and I believe that’s the most 

important work that we do. Baptism is my most important ministry as a priest, and the most 

important event in my life as a Christian. 

Like I said before, baptism may seem like a strange thing to discuss in Lent, but it isn’t 

appropriate only because today is the fourth Sunday in Lent. Back on Ash Wednesday, I read to 

you the invitation to a Holy Lent which begins on page 264 of the book of common prayer. In it 

we talk about how the season of Lent was a time “in which converts to the faith were prepared 
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for Holy Baptism.” We won’t have baptisms this year on Easter, but we can renew our baptismal 

covenant. I encourage you, during the remainder of Lent, to read and reflect on those vows.  

You can find the renewal of Baptismal Vows on page 292 of the Book of Common Prayer. 

Which ones are the hardest for you to fulfill? I’ve always found “Will you seek and serve Christ 

in all persons, loving your neighbor as yourself” to be difficult, because I have a hard time 

seeking and serving Christ in people I consider to be annoying. I’m embarrassed that even after a 

year of extremely limited human contact, that’s still the baptismal vow that’s I trip over when 

reading. Which vow hardest for you?  Is there anything in Lent you can do to prepare to renew 

that hardest one? 

This Mothering Sunday, spend some time remembering the church in which you were baptized, 

and prepare your heart to return to St. David’s. We will open for worship on Palm Sunday. If you 

can’t come then, I can’t wait to see you in person when you can.  


