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Baptism of the Lord

Isaiah 43:1-7 Luke 3:15-17, 21-22

A number of years ago, there was a very popular television series on called
“Cheers,” set in a bar in Boston, featuring a character called Sam Malone, and
others. There were a number of regulars who frequented that establishment,
among them Norm and Frasier and Cliff Clavin - as a matter of fact, they were
there all the time. And that was the point of the series - here was a place where
you could be comfortable, a place where “everybody knows your name.”

That’s important you know - to have a place or places where people know
your name, because your name is important. It’s bad when somebody calls you by
the wrong name, isn’t it?

I heard a while ago about a wedding where the pastor called the bride by the
wrong name, not just once, but over and over again. That had to be awkward.
And | have a friend in the ministry, who, once, had two funerals in one day, and got
the people mixed up - so he said the wrong name. Terrible!

Names are important. We want people to know our names, and we want to
be called by our right names. | do my best to learn peoples’ names and say them
correctly, because I've been called the wrong name or had my last name butchered
more times than | can count. Sometimes people call me “Sharon” instead of Karen,
or Susan instead of Karen (because, of course, Susan is my sister). And my last
name - oh my, sometimes it’'s Bunnell (like tunnel), and sometimes it’s Bunnell -
with a long u - and sometimes it’s Purnell. Well, you get the picture. Names are
important.

Well, all of us have a name. Your parents bestowed it upon you after you
were born, and it will stay with you, albeit with some changes, for the rest of your
life. Butdid you know, that you had a name, even before that? Even before your
parents gave you one?

Your first name - your very first name - was and is “Beloved.” And it was
bestowed upon you by God Himself.

It is the name He called His own Son Jesus at His baptism. Into the waters
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of the River Jordan Jesus went, where He was baptized by John, and immediately
after, when Jesus was praying, the heavens parted, the Spirit descended like a
dove, and the voice of God said, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you | am well
pleased.”

It was as important to Jesus to hear those words as it is for us to hear them,
for as one writer said, “Jesus goes into the waters of the Jordan a carpenter and
comes out a Messiah. He is the same person, but with a new direction. His being
is the same, but his doing is about to take a radical turn.” (Barbara Brown Taylor,
Mixed Blessings, “Sacramental Mud,” p. 58)

When Jesus heard those words from God, He knew who He was - God’s
beloved, and He knew what He had to do, and that was to go forth into the world
and minister to the last, the lost and the least. He came up out of those waters
changed, empowered, strengthened to do God’s will, knowing that He was God’s
beloved. That is who Jesus is - God’s beloved . . .

And so are you. That is your first name, before all others. God’s beloved.
Now, | don’t know about you, but that is overwhelming to me. To know that | am
God’s beloved. To know that God has loved me even before my parents did. That
He loves me no matter what, always and forever.

How is it with you? Do you know that you are God’s beloved? | hope so,
because I'll tell you something - the world won’t call you that. The world makes
you prove yourself, “prove to me that you’re worth something.” Prove it by your
resume, prove it by your marriage, prove it by your salary, prove it by your house,
your car, your clothes, your diplomas. Prove you’re worth something.

Those are the voices of our world. The late priest and writer Henri Nouwen
put it this way: “It certainly is not easy to hear that voice (that tells you that you
are beloved) in a world filled with voices that shout: “You are no good, you are ugly,
you are worthless, you are despicable, you are nobody - unless you can demonstrate
the opposite.” And, he adds, that “these negative voices are so loud and so
pervasive that it is easy to believe them.” (Henri Nouwen, Life of the Beloved, p 26)

If you think that’s a bit strong, listen on to more of his words, and you might
begin to see his point. He writes, “I am constantly surprised at how quickly | give
in to the temptation of self-rejection. As soon as someone accuses me or criticizes
me, as soon as | am rejected, left alone or abandoned, I find myself thinking, ‘Well,
that proves once again that | am a nobody. Beneath all my seemingly strong
self-confidence there remains the question: ‘If all those who shower me with so
much attention could see me and know me in my innermost self, would they still
love me?” (lbid, pp. 27 & 29)



I think all of us, at one point or another in life, struggle to feel loved and
accepted. We so easily get our feelings hurt, and begin to doubt ourselves if
someone makes a comment or doesn’t like something we have said or done. It
happens to young people in school when someone comments on what they’re
wearing, it happens when a neighbor or friend makes a comment on something
we’ve done, it happens when a family member expresses disapproval, and it even
happens in church when someone is critical of someone else. It doesn’t take much
to hurt other people, and to chip away at their self-esteem. We’re fragile, and we’re
easy to break.

Which is why it is so important for us to remember our names - God’s
beloved. We are God’s beloved - loved more than we can possibly comprehend, just
as we are, loved beyond measure. So instead of listening to the voices of our world,
you and | need to listen first to the voice of God who says to each of us, again in
words of Henri Nouwen, “I have called you by name, from the very beginning. You
are mine and | am your’s. You are my Beloved, on you my favor rests. | have
molded you in the depths of the earth and knitted you together in your mother’s
womb. | have carved you in the palms of my hands and hidden you in the shadow
of my embrace. | look at you with infinite tenderness, and care for you with a care
more infinite than a mother for her child. | have counted every hair on your head
and guided you at every step. Wherever you go, | go with you, and wherever you
rest, I keep watch. | will give you food that will satisfy all your hunger and drink
that will quench all your thirst.”(Ibid).

You are God’s beloved. Never forget that. That is your very first name -
God’s Beloved.

That name was poured on you, just as it was on Jesus, as your baptism. It
made you someone special, and it also made you someone called. At his baptism,
Jesus was called to a very special ministry, and each of us, in our baptism, was
called as well. We are called to live lives of love and care for others. Itreallyisa
calling, it is what we are supposed to be doing with our lives - reaching out beyond
ourselves, giving ourselves for others.

Itis a holy thing. | think too often we forget that we are here for something
special, we’re here for more than just mere existence. We’re here for more than
just getting everything we can for ourselves and those we love. We’re here to be
God’s hands in the world, to share the love He has so richly poured upon us with
others. Itis a high calling, a holy thing to which we have all been called in our
baptism.

There is one man, | don’t even know his name, who realized that in a
powerful way. His pastor told his story, how he is a man who has spent years and
3



years and years helping with Habitat for Humanity projects. Some years, he works
on five or six projects. He’s done that for thirty years! The pastor asked him once
what motivated him to do that, and the man told him his story. That after he had
returned from serving in Viet Nam, he struggled to readjust. He didn’t have a
family, he didn’t have a home, he wandered from town to town, a drifter. The one
thing he could do was carpentry, and one day he wandered onto a construction site
where they were working on six small, affordably priced houses. He told the
foreman he wanted to work for him, but he would also provide security for the work
site, bringing his sleeping bag and spending nights on site. So he did that, house
by house by house.

The owner was impressed by the man’s abilities, but he also figured out
pretty quickly that the man had no place to stay. When the project was completed,
the owner told the man how impressed he was with him, and said that he wanted
him to stay with the company, and then he handed him a set of keys and said, “The
sixth house we built is your’s. Take it.” “But I can’t pay for it,” the man replied.
The owner said, “Oh, you’ll find a way.”

And then the man said to his pastor, “My volunteer work is how | have repaid
him. At least twice a year | put a roof over the head of someone else who needs it,
just as he did over mine.” (On-line, Rev. Dr. Michael Brown, “Does Baptism
Matter?”)

My friends, in much the same way we are called to reach out and care for
others, just as God has cared for us - to love others, as He has loved us - to treat
them like the beloved, which is what God has called us. That is our calling - itis a
high, holy calling - poured on you at your baptism.

Have you answered it? Will you yet answer it?

So, first in your baptism you are named - Beloved, then you are called to be
God’s hands in the world, and finally, this morning, | want to tell you one more
thing that happens to you by virtue of your baptism. You get another name, and
that name is Christian, which makes you part of a great big, wonderful family of
people who love you. It is a family as big as the globe, and a family as close as
this church.

One of the greatest things we can do for each other is to remind each other
that we are Beloved, and | think we do that pretty well around here. One of the
saddest things I see in the world are people that aren’t in the church, that go
through life without support, all alone. It’s especially hard when they are
struggling.

The church is a community of people who remind each other regularly that
God loves them no matter what. It is a community of people who affirm each
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other, encourage each other, support each other, challenge each other, comfort each
other, partner with each other.

You’re a part of this wonderful community by virtue of your baptism, because
you have claimed the name Christian. When you were baptized, the church said,
“We will love you, and stand by you, and always be here for you. We will walk with
you through life, come what may.”

So, in your baptism, God not only called you something special, but God also
made you a part of something special - the church - so that you would never, ever
walk alone.

So, on this day when we remember Jesus’ baptism, I’m going to invite us to
remember our own baptisms. The early Christian reformers were fond of inviting
people to, every time they were around water, whether it was in a kitchen sink, a
shower, the ocean, or whatever, every time they were around water - to remember
their baptism.

We need to do that, because life, and the world, will cause us to forget. It
can happen so easily, and life can wear us down, and make us feel less than we
really are.

So, during the music following the sermon, | invite you to come forward to
the bowls of water being held by several people, and when you get there, touch the
water. Put the water on your forehead, or on your hands, and remember your
baptism. Say to yourself, “I am God’s beloved child, sent to make a difference in
the world.” Remember how much you are loved, remember that you are someone
special sent into this world to do something special, and remember that we are all
in it together, as the church. Take a shell, if you wish, as a tangible reminder.

After you touch the water, you can come to the rail and pray for as long as
you wish.

My dear friends, my Beloved friends, come to the water, remember your
baptism, and be thankful.

Amen.



