
 

 

  

Sermon for Sunday, January 12, 2020 
 

 

YOU ARE BELOVED 

 

So, what IS the big deal about baptism? Every week we remember our baptism when we pour 

water into the font and proclaim the Assurance of God’s Pardon. And every year, three weeks 

after Christmas we have to hear the same old story about Jesus getting baptized. What IS the big 

deal about baptism? 

 

Well first of all let me tell you what baptism is not. Baptism is not necessary to get into heaven. 

It doesn’t all of a sudden make us good, when before we’ve been bad. Baptism does not make us 

better than Jews or Muslims or Hindus or atheists. Baptism is not a family ritual like baking 

cookies with Grandma, or wearing Aunt Sally’s pearls when we walk down the aisle. Baptism is 

not a beautiful baby contest, or an obligatory duty to please Mom and Dad. In other words, 

baptism is not primarily about us. Baptism is about God - and about God’s lavish, generous, free 

love cascading into our lives - a bold blessing for God’s beloved. Baptism is identity. Baptism is 

belonging. Baptism is vocation. And baptism keeps drenching us every day of our lives.  

 

Barbara Brown Taylor tells a story about her Grandmother Lucy.  Lucy was a very strange 

looking woman.  She had lost both her legs to diabetes and had wooden stumps where limbs 

should be.  But to her granddaughters, Lucy was wonderful.  Whenever Barbara would visit her 

grandmother, grace would abound.  In the closet would be wrapped packages - enough for a 

surprise each day of the visit.  The meals were delicious - always with a favorite dessert. But, the 

best part of these visits were the baths.  Each night Grandma Lucy would draw a hot bath filled 

with suds, and with her big sponge she would polish Barbara's skin.  Then, following the bath 

she would anoint her granddaughter's body with Jergen's lotion - all the way down to the souls of 

her feet.  The perfect ending would be the Evening in Paris dusting powder - when Lucy would 

tickle Barbara's body with a pale blue powder puff.  Barbara writes: "When Grandma Lucy was 

done, I knew that I was precious.  I was absolutely convinced that I was loved, and nothing has 

happened since to shake that conviction.(The Preaching Life, p. 17).  

 

Brothers and Sisters, in the Christian tradition, baptism is God the Grandmother – polishing us, 

anointing us, and calling us precious, calling us Beloved for the rest of our lives. And baptism is 

the ordination into ministry for all of us. 

 

 



 

 

Today we read about the prototype of all baptisms - the baptism of Jesus himself. Which is a 

very odd story, raising doubts about one of the traditional understandings of baptism.  If baptism 

is for cleansing - if baptism is for washing away all the dirty sins of our old lives - why did Jesus 

- the sinless one - even need to be baptized? And to answer that question, we need to go all the 

way back to Isaiah. 

 

Isaiah 42 is the first of four servant Songs in the prophet’s book, and it is one of the true 

testosterone texts of scripture. It’s all about power - about God’s power. And the infusion of this 

Holy Vitality into the servant makes him - makes her - alive in a whole new way. Actually the 

“servant” in this text is not an individual. Since it was written 600 years before Christ, it’s not 

talking about Jesus. The servant is the people of Israel - a people who happen to be in exile - 

powerless, homeless, discouraged, depressed, sitting beside the waters of Babylon weeping 

because everything that mattered to them is gone.  

 

But, this morning, instead of feeling sorry for them, God gifts them, God blesses them, and then 

God confronts them with power and purpose. “You, servant Israel, my beloved, delightful, 

delinquent people, you - get up off your duff. Stop weeping and moaning and reminiscing about 

the past. Get up. Take a deep breath of God’s Spirit. Since, you now have my power within you, 

I need you to fulfill your purpose with that power. Your purpose is justice - and light - and 

covenant. Your purpose is to bind together all the people of the world - creating wholeness and 

harmony with my goodness and possibility and grace.  

 

But, we might ask, what does this long digression into Isaiah have to do with Jesus - or with 

baptism? Well, in Matthew’s version of Jesus’ baptism, Isaiah’s servant song is the very heart of 

the story. When God speaks out of the cloud, it is the Greek version of Isaiah’s words that we 

hear: “This is my... Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.” Jesus, of course, is well versed in 

scripture. And so, all the other images of Isaiah 42 pour into his heart - justice - light - covenant. 

This is what his ministry will be about. This is why he was born. This is the very purpose of his 

life. And during the next three years, there is not a day that goes by that Jesus does not remember 

his baptism - that moment of power - that moment of blessing - that moment of radical call - that 

moment of exquisite intimacy with God. And so, it can be for us. 

All of the commentaries on today’s texts suggest that obedience is one of the lessons that Isaiah 

and Matthew are teaching us - that obedience is what Jesus models today. Well, let me tell you 

something, I hate the word “obedience.” I didn’t say I would obey in my wedding vows - and 

I’m sure most of you out there didn’t either. What is this obedience business? But then I don’t 

much like the word servant either. Servant? What about freedom? Feminism? Self-actualization? 

As good as all this beloved baptismal stuff sounds, if it means obedient servanthood, well maybe 

then it isn’t for me. 

Actually, I made peace with the servant image a long time ago. Quite simply I can call Jesus 

Lord, because I know that he will never lord it over me. He will never take advantage of me or 



 

 

belittle me or use me for ungracious purposes. In fact, Jesus chooses to be our Lord by being our 

servant - emptying himself for the sake of the world. Jesus is God stooping down to our level to 

love us, to empower us, to comfort us with grace, and to gently confront us with truth - the truth 

of our utter dependence upon God’s grace for the gift of each day. This understanding of baptism 

has slowly drawn me into a reluctant acceptance of obedience to the Gospel as the most 

liberating way to live my life. 

 

Jay was a tall, muscular man – very much the image of macho success. A star athlete in college 

he was now teaching in a private school and coaching the basketball team. He was also married 

to Andrea – a beautiful, intelligent, and very spiritual woman. Jay grew up unchurched, in a 

home where religion was ridiculed by his smart, atheist father – a home where church was seen 

as an irrelevant weakness for needy, scared people – in other words, church was for losers.  

 

But when Jay and Andrea were married she made him promise that he would explore the 

possibilities of Christian faith, so that they could raise a family within the warmth and promise of 

the church. So, Jay started attending worship – a bit self-consciously - and one day he asked to 

see me. He told me his story, and asked me where he should begin. I gave him I book to read 

called What’s So Amazing about Grace. I suggested that he start reading through the Gospel of 

Luke. And finally, I encouraged him to pray with Andrea every day–even if he did not know 

how. 

 

Well, to make a long story short, Jay came back 6 months later – excited, curious, hopeful – and 

wondering if I would baptize him. He was ready to die to the old, and rise to the new. He was 

ready to trust Jesus as Lord – and to live a new way - the Jesus Way of love, justice, and grace. 

As we prayed together to seal his promise, we both cried. 

 

The morning that this tall, strapping man knelt down and submitted to baptism – with his 

skeptical father sitting in the front row – it was a day that congregation will never forget. And for 

me, it was an occasion for extravagance – I used three huge scoops of water to drench Jay’s 

head. There was so much trust and joy and hope and promise in that moment – it became a 

renewal of baptism for all of us. Yes, that day we affirmed that Jay – that each one of us - is 

precious. Each one of us is beloved, claimed, called, chosen and sent to be a sign of God’s joy 

and justice in the world.  

 

 

 

My friends, baptism is a big deal - and it has been since the beginning of the church. In a few 

minutes, we will ordain and install our new deacons and elders – setting them aside through the 

laying on of hands for their particular ministry in our midst.  

 



 

 

But let us not forget that on this Baptism of the Lord Sunday, we celebrate the ordination of us 

all – which is really what baptism is all about. Let us hear again God’s voice speaking to each of 

us. You are my child, the beloved with whom I am well pleased. Remember your baptism. 

Remember that God has taken delight and pleasure in who you are and who you are becoming. 

And remember, that through your baptism, you are set apart by God’s love to become God’s love 

in the world.  

 

May it be so for you and for me.  Amen.  
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