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“Named and Claimed” 
Sermon by Rev. David D. Colby 

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

J A N U A R Y  1 3 ,  2 0 1 9  

Let me invite you to think back to a 
time in your life when you received strong 
affirmation of who you were and that you 
were loved.  When have you heard, “You 
are so loved.  With you I am well-pleased” 
(Luke 3:22)? 

Maybe it has been a while since you 
heard words like that.  But think back.  Can 
you picture who was there?  And what did 
they say to you? 

The gospels record a few key 
moments when Jesus heard words of 
heavenly affirmation.  Words that named 
him and claimed him as God's beloved.  
Later, when Jesus goes up on the mountain 
with a few of the disciples to pray, they will 
hear similar words, “This is my Son, the 
Beloved, listen to him” (Matt. 17:5).  Here at 
his baptism in the Jordan River, a voice 
came from heaven, “You are my Son, the 
Beloved; with you I am well pleased” (Luke 
3:22). 

The church can be such a place, the 
church can be a community in which we get 
named and claimed by love, for love, in 

love.  Accepted for who we are, accepted 
and named as a child of God, deeply and 
dearly loved. 

It can happen in baptisms - 
absolutely.  It is one of the great privileges of 
being a pastor, to participate in baptisms.  I 
have a picture in my office of the first 
baptism that I did when I was an Associate 
Pastor in Wilmington, Delaware.  I was 
young, and had a beard and a lot more hair 
on my head.  I didn't know as much then as I 
probably thought I did, but I knew enough to 
look into the eyes of that smiling baby girl 
and enjoy the moment that was captured in 
the  photograph that I keep near my desk.  
Jon Walton, the pastor in Delaware when I 
was there and a trusted colleague, in his 
final sermon before retirement remembered 
fondly the baptisms at which he performed.  
The ones in which he got to parade sweet 
babies who were sleeping or smiling – and, 
he said, the crying ones he quickly passed 
off to an associate pastor.  

I have not had that opportunity, of 
course.  Yet.  But even after our Associate 
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Pastor arrives on the scene, I think I probably 
get to keep holding the crying and 
screaming babies as well.  I have it coming 
to me, you see.  For shortly after I was born, 
the pastor at the church I grew up in, 
George Knieriemen, told my parents 
something like, "Don't worry if he cries.  I can 
talk over any crying baby."  And then came 
the day of my baptism, and no one could 
hear him as I screamed my head off right 
into his microphone.  

When we wade into the waters of 
baptism, it is about controlled chaos.  And a 
blessing of love that lingers long after the 
water has dried. 

Remember that “game” that way kids 
decided who would be it in tag at recess?  
Kids say “not it” as fast as they can?  An 
important theme in the Bible is exile – about 
times when people of faith were forced out 
of their lands, away from their homes, away 
from the things they had considered to be 
blessings.  Forced to flee to another country.  
Refugees.  And they wondered if God had 
forgotten them, if God had nothing more to 
do with them.  If God had said, “not it.”  Or 
in thinking about whether there would be 
any use or need for them, God had said, 
“Not my business.  You're in a world of mess 
- good luck getting out.  Not it."  The prophet 
Isaiah was speaking to a group of these 
people in exile and the message from God is 
instead, totally different. 

But now thus says the Lord, he who 
created you, O Jacob, he who formed you, 
O Israel: Do not fear, for I have redeemed 
you; I have called you by name, you are 
mine (Isaiah 43:1) 

Mine.  You are mine.  I’ve got this 
one, is what God says, says Isaiah.  To a 
group of people who thought they were not 
it, had been forgotten, had been 
abandoned, had no purpose, these words 
offer hope and belonging and a job. 

I have told Mary Ann Bird’s story 
before.  She is an author, and in her memoir 
entitled The Whisper Test, tells of the power 
of words of acceptance in her own life.  She 
was born with multiple birth defects: deaf in 
one ear, a cleft palate, a disfigured face, a 
crooked nose, lopsided feet.  As a child, 
Mary Ann suffered not only these physical 
impairments but also the emotional damage 
inflicted by other children.  “Oh, Mary Ann,” 
her classmates would say, “what happened 
to your lip?” 

“I cut it on a piece of glass,” she 
would lie. 

One of her worst experiences at 
school, she reported, was the day of the 
annual hearing test.  The teacher would call 
each child to her desk, and the child would 
cover first one ear, and then the other.  The 
teacher would whisper something to the 
child like “The sky is blue” or “You have new 
shoes.”  This was “the whisper test”; if the 
teacher’s phrase was heard and repeated, 
the child passed the test.  To avoid the 
humiliation of failure, Mary Ann always 
would cheat on the test, secretly cupping her 
hand over her one good ear so that she still 
could hear what the teacher said. 

One year Mary Ann was in the class 
of Miss Leonard, one of the most beloved 
and popular teachers in the school.  Every 
student, including Mary Ann, wanted to be 
noticed by her, wanted to be her pet.  Then 
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came the day of the dreaded hearing test.  
When her turn came, Mary Ann was called 
to the teacher’s desk.  As Mary Ann cupped 
her hand over her good ear, Miss Leonard 
leaned forward to whisper.  “I waited for 
those words,” Mary Ann wrote, “that God 
must have put into her mouth, those seven 
words that changed my life.”  Miss Leonard 
did not say to Mary Ann, “The sky is blue” or 
“You have new shoes.”  What she whispered 
was, “I wish you were my little girl.”  

“You are my Son, the Beloved; with 
you I am well pleased” (Luke 3:22). 

You are my daughter, the Beloved; 
with you I am well pleased.  Do not fear, for I 
have redeemed you; I have called you by 
name, you are mine. When you pass through 
the waters, I will be with you. . . Do not fear, 
for I am with you. (Isaiah 43:1, 2, 5) 

But, as this passage from the prophet 
Isaiah reminds us, we are shaped also by 
the trials and tests we have overcome.  "I’ve 
seen fire and I’ve seen rain," sang James 
Taylor, using the imagery of this passage.   

Don't just think about your talents 
and interests and how those shape you.  
Think also about the trials and tests you have 
been through.  And you don't have to 
pretend to be stronger, wiser, better than 
you really feel.  The God of the Bible has 
always used imperfect people - are there any 
other options? - to participate in the work of 
God in the world.  Nadia Bolz-Weber, in a 
wonderful book called Accidental Saints:  
Finding God in all the Wrong People, says,  

“God will use you, this God will use 
all of you, and not just your strengths, but 
your failures and failings.  Your weakness is 

fertile ground for a forgiving God to make 
something new and to make something 
beautiful, so don’t ever think that all you 
have to offer are your gifts.”  

God can use all of us.  Our 
strengths, our gifts, our interests.  But also 
our faults and failings, the forgiveness we 
have found.  God does not say "Not it," 
when the spotlight shines on us.  Isaiah 
reminds the people of the Exile that they had 
already passed through (deadly) waters, 
through fires unimaginable to others.  And 
God was still with them. 

When you pass through the waters, I 
will be with you; and through the rivers, they 
shall not overwhelm you; when you walk 
through fire you shall not be burned, and 
the flame shall not consume you (Isaiah 
43:2). 

These promises are no guarantee 
that life will be smooth or easy.  A life of 
faith does not mean we will have no 
questions that keep us awake at night.  A 
deep and steady faith does not mean that 
we will not experience suffering.   

I recently found an image for the life 
of faith that I find compelling.  Barbara 
Brown Taylor speaks of our faith not as a 
well-fluffed nest or a well-defended castle 
high on a hill.  Instead, she writes,  

It is more like a rope bridge over a 
scenic gorge, sturdy but swinging 
back and forth, with plenty of light 
and plenty of air, but precious little to 
hang on to except the stories you 
have heard: that it is the best and 
only way across, that it is possible, 
that it will bear your weight.  All you 
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have to do is believe in the bridge 
more than you believe in the gorge, 
[and] fortunately you do not have to 
believe in it all by yourself. There are 
others who believe it with you, and 
even some who believe it for you 
when your own belief wears thin.... It 
takes a lot of courage to be a human 

being, but if Jesus was who he said 
he was, the bridge will hold.  

“I have called you by name.  You are 
mine.  Do not fear, for I am with you” (Isaiah 
43:1, 5).   

May it be so.  Amen. 
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