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Texts: Isaiah 42:1-9; Psalm 29; Acts 10:34-43; and Matthew 3:13-17 

Everyone has a story…so what’s yours? 
Experiences, relationships, victories, defeats, thrills, heartbreaks, 

tragedy, betrayal, blessings, failures, successes — we’re all a mixed bag of 
these things. They and much more form our story, and our stories form our 
identities.

I don’t watch a lot of television, save Downton Abbey and playoff football, 
but I have hundreds of channels available to me 24 hours a day, and, when in 
those random times I am looking, there is usually nothing to watch!

Stories, stories everywhere — movies, cartoons, situation comedies, 
reality shows, soap operas — stories galore, but hardly a story that feeds the 
soul.

The thesis of Neil Postman’s book, Amusing Ourselves to Death, is basi-
cally that our culture suffers from what one author calls “story starvation.”  
There are more stories told now than ever (all the TV channels, countless on-
line sources, more than 200,000 books published in 2012 alone) but many of 
those stories are not satisfying in the deepest sense.  

We are starved for a good story, the very best kind of story. 
At the heart of our three main texts today is the matter of identity and 

story. In the Old Testament reading it is the identity of the covenant Jewish 
people while in exile. Their story is that God promised to establish a great na-
tion through them. The people were enslaved, God brought them out. The peo-
ple wandered but ultimately were given a promised land. Prosperity reigned 
for many centuries. Many battles were won and many kings reigned including 
the great King David. But then the political forces of the region changed and 
the nation of Israel was conquered by Babylonian invaders. The covenant peo-
ple, whose identity and relationship with God was so tied up in this land, were 
removed from it and sent to Babylon. They were separated from the temple for 
a few generations.  
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Where was God now?, they wondered. 
Is God still their God? 
Are we still God’s people?  
Do tough times mean God has abandoned us? 
Does pain and hardship mean that God doesn’t care, isn’t alive or even 

exists?
Have you ever asked these questions?
While the passage from Isaiah reminds them of the covenant and affirms 

that identity, it also stretches and expands their call as a “light to the nations.” 
“The former things,” it says, are passed, and new things are being declared.

Even in the book of Acts, that New Testament book of the early church’s 
history, Peter affirms this expansion of God’s concern by saying “I truly under-
stand that God shows no partiality, but in every nation anyone who fears him 
and does what is right is acceptable to him.”  

The covenant is now expanded. The identity of who are considered 
“God’s people” has been extended to the Gentiles, to anyone who worships 
Yahweh the Lord, who does what is right.

Both in Isaiah and in Acts it is about communal identity – who are we 
as God’s people, especially in times of struggle? Who are we if we aren’t in the 
temple, in our homes, in the land where God placed us?

And of course in Matthew’s baptism narrative of Jesus’ own birth, it is 
about identity, too — the identity of Jesus as God’s beloved Son and ours as 
sons and daughters of God.

A number of questions surround all the gospel accounts of Jesus’ bap-
tism, questions that date from the early church. We see some of them in our 
Gospel text.

Why did Jesus need to be baptized by John at all? 
Surely it wasn’t for the forgiveness of sin? 
Or because John was the greater prophet or teacher? 
Then why? 
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Each Gospel has its own response to this question, including Mat-
thew in today’s reading, where he links Jesus’ baptism to the fulfillment of 
righteousness.

Key in every Gospel account of Jesus’ baptism is this theme of identity. 
Baptism reminds us of that identity that comes with God’s claim on our lives.

In our United Methodist tradition, we believe that Baptism is God’s act 
through the church claiming you as God’s child.  

As you know, Christian traditions about baptism vary.  In the Roman 
Catholic and Mainline Protest traditions baptism of any age person is prac-
ticed. We do this because we believe that it is first an act of claim by God 
through the sacrament of the church. What we simply do is respond to God’s 
love. God loves us and claims us, then we choose to return that with a commit-
ment or not. 

Throughout the early church in the Book of Acts and in the epistles, we 
see witness after witness of whole households being baptized into the church 
family. This too gives us indication that young children were being baptized 
into the faith at young ages.

In other Christian traditions, baptism and a commitment response are 
rolled into one — baptism and professing belief in Christ are all one in the 
same. But we believe that in baptism God has made a claim on someone and 
that one day that person we will have the opportunity to respond to that claim. 
But again, God acts, we respond…baptism, then our commitment response.

Five-and-a-half years ago my family and I engaged in a pulpit exchange 
with a pastor in the British Methodist Church. Some of you have heard me 
speak of this experience. We swapped churches, homes, and cars.  In the 
manse, or parsonage, where we stayed, we discovered in the drawers of that 
house a little laminated card that we thought was really neat. As it turned out, 
Derek and Linda, the exchange minister and his wife, left some in our parson-
age back home. 
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It is a prayer to hang in one’s bathroom that reads “Lord help me to re-
member my baptism, wash me by your grace, fill me with your Spirit. I pray that 
I might live as your child today and honor you in all that I do.” 

Remember your baptism.
I have always thought that asking people who were baptized as infants 

to “remember their baptism” was a silly thing to say. Even though we have ser-
vices for “remembering your baptism” and even though we can talk about bap-
tism, it really doesn’t make sense ask someone to “remember” a baptism when 
they don’t have memory of it.

But you know what I’ve started doing with that prayer? 
I’ve started to imagine the scene of my own baptism. I was baptized at 

about two months old. Because I grew up largely in the church in which I was 
baptized, I know the space. Now, the space where I was baptized soon became 
a basketball gym because they built a new sanctuary, and that is the one I re-
member. I still can imagine that space. 

I also know something of what the pastor looked like although he moved 
the next year and I never really knew him. I have also seen pictures of my fam-
ily at that time, and I know who was there. 

There we all are, and I can see it in my imagination: “I baptize you in the 
name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.” I can hear it, I can see it in my 
mind. And by imagining that scene, I can truly remember it in the truest sense 
of that term — I can re-member it, put the memory back together.

And when you can put together the story of your baptism like that, it 
reminds you of God’s claim and the naming of you as beloved, and your story 
and identity take life and shape. 

You are familiar with identity theft I know. Perhaps you have been a vic-
tim of it. 

There is a whole other kind of Identity theft that is alive and well…and 
not just with our Social Security numbers and bank accounts, but with our 
self-worth and value. 
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 We operate in a world of merit. It’s not inappropriate in the working 
world to think this way, but I think we sometimes translate it to our relation-
ship with God and those closest to us. 

Prove your worth and value this world says. 
Prove your usefulness.
I must prove it. I must be good enough, skinny enough, strong enough, 

successful enough, rich enough, popular enough, beautiful enough, young 
enough, send my children to the right schools, sound a certain way, wear the 
right thing at the right time, perform, conduct, present myself in ways that de-
serve the favor of others and maybe… of God?

“You are my Son, with whom I am well pleased” comes the voice.  But, 
Jesus hasn’t done anything yet. Jesus hasn’t healed anyone, fed the masses, 
raised any one from the dead, turned over any tables in the temple or forgiven 
any sins yet.

What has he done to deserve God’s favor?
But the voice comes again: You are beloved. Before you have done any-

thing, after you have done everything, while you are in the midst of everything 
— you are beloved.

That is our name, our identity, our story. 
How can we be called beloved by the very One who created us and then 

not be ones who love one another in the deepest sort of way?
That beloved saintly woman of Calcutta, Mother Theresa, who served 

and lived among the poorest of the poor said this: 

People are often unreasonable and self-centered. 
Forgive them anyway.

If you are kind, people may accuse you of ulterior motives. 
Be kind anyway. 

If you are honest, people may cheat you. 
Be honest anyway.



Beloved • January 12, 2014 • Rev. Thomas A. (Tommy) Williams • page 6

If you find happiness, people may be jealous. 
Be happy anyway.

The good you do today may be forgotten tomorrow. 
Do good anyway.

Give the world the best you have and it may never be enough. 
Give your best anyway. 

For you see, in the end, it is between you and God. 
It was never between you and them anyway.

Love in this deepest way is what a beloved child of God does for another.
She was a saint like Theresa, but we’ll never read about Margaret French 

in the newspaper. She is gone now.  She was an elderly woman of means when 
I knew her. She lived fairly modestly. I had the privilege of being her pastor 
while I was a seminary student in Dallas. Margaret made it a habit to have peo-
ple over, teenagers of every race and background over to her home for a safe 
space and a listening ear. She also had as a habit to find people in town who 
didn’t have enough to eat, buy them a sack of groceries, take it to their front 
door step, and leave it anonymously with them.

Pretty soon, people put it together, not because Margaret told them but 
because she became a little slower moving and therefore people would see her 
car pulling away.  Others got into the act. They wanted to be better, more lov-
ing. We wanted to love more like God loved because Margaret showed us what 
such a life was like.  

It’s what the best kind of story and the right name will do to you, Be-
loved children of God.

In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen
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Most Sunday sermons are also available via the church website, www.stpaulshouston.org, as well as pre-printed 
and on CD. Access the sermons on the website via either the Worship section or the Media Center. The pre-printed 
sermons are in the information rack at the Jones Plaza entrance to the Sanctuary Building. To order a $5 CD of the 
complete worship service, contact Phyllis Brockermeyer at 713-528-0527 or pbrock@stpaulshouston.org.


