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Preacher 
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Rector 
Readings: Isaiah43.1-7; Psalm 29; Acts 8.14-17; Luke 3.15-22 

 

Baptism – claimed and loved by God 
 

[At the beginning of the service I told the story told by William Willimon of] the child who was 

caught in some misdeed by his father. When the boy's father confronted him with this wrong and 

threatened to punish him, the lad drew himself up to his full four-feet height and said proudly, "You 

can't touch me, I'm baptized!" Says Willimon, “Now there is a young man who knows the facts of 

life—as well as the facts of faith and baptism.” (Remember who you are p32) 

 

[Before the readings I said:] 

 

You may have wondered why we are making such a fuss about the Baptism of Jesus this year? 

Well, I have increasingly come to see how crucial baptism is for us as Christians. Crucial because 

of what it signifies for us, individually and as a community. So I want to , as the remembrance of 

Jesus baptism to focus on baptism and its significance for us. For me the 2 key words when thinking 

about baptism are identity and belonging. About who and whose we are. So as you listen to the 

readings today, especially the O.T. and gospel reading think about what they have to say about 

identity and belonging! 

 

[After the Gospel reading there was a time of dialogue with the congregation about baptism and 

what and whose we are?] 

 

Someone said baptism involved water and was about cleansing – linked this to sin and forgiveness. 

Someone else quoted Isaiah 43v1 – I have called you by name, you are mine. 

 

Mention was made of Isaiah 43.4 – God’s people are precious in God’s sight. God says I love you. 

So God’s people are the beloved. This was linked to the Gospel passage and the voice from heaven 

saying to Jesus – This is my beloved Son. 

 

In baptism we are told who we are – God’s beloved. William Willimon in his book on baptism 

“Remember who you are” picks up way in which the Church has focused too much on the negative 

– as illustrated by the first response from the congregation about water and cleansing. 

 

William says “The traditional baptismal service in the old Book of Common Prayer welcomes the 

candidate to the font with these cheerful words, "For as much as all men have sinned and fallen 

short of the glory of God. Our Savior Christ said, 'Unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he 

cannot enter the kingdom of God.' In other words, you are no good. This is who you are. You have 

some primal defect in you which we must now labor to correct at the font. But I know another song 

which is older than this mournful litany of condemnation and degradation. It was sung at the 

church's first baptisms, and it is a far cry from our familiar refrain of human unworthiness: 

But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God's own people, that you may 

declare the wonderful deeds of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light. Once 

you were no people but now you are God's people; once you had not received mercy but now you 

have received mercy (1 Pet. 2:9-10) (page 24,5) ... and a little later he adds “Through baptism, a 
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Christian first and finally learns who he or she is. It is the rite of identity. Baptism asserts rather 

than argues, it proclaims rather than explains, it commands rather than requests, it acts rather than 

signifies, and it involves rather than describes. When you ask in desperation, "Who, in God's name, 

am I?" baptism will have you feel the water dripping from your head and the oil oozing down your 

neck and say, "You are, in God’s name royalty.” p.27 

 

Baptism not only tells us who we are but whose we are. A member of the congregation said that at a 

baptism, the priest makes the sign of the cross on the person forehead with the words “I sign you 

with the sign of the cross to mark you as Christ’s own forever”. 

 

A South American Indian liturgy puts it more powerfully – with the priest saying “I brand you (like 

cattle) with the sign of the cross, so that the world will always know and you will never be able to 

deny to whom you belong.” 

 

In baptism we become one of God’s people, a son, daughter of God. Willimon asserts: That 

mischievous little lad who defiantly announced to his would-be tormentor, "I have been baptized," 

knew a deep truth all Christians should know: the assurance that no matter how high we rise in this 

life nor how low we may sink, no matter how we feel or act or think, the most important fact of our 

lives is that we are the chosen—the elect, the claimed, the adopted, the owned. (p 42) 

 

Willimon reminds us that once God, through the Church has claimed us in baptism, God does not 

let us go easily. He tells the following story: 

 

A few summers ago, a boy in our church returned home from his first year at college. He appeared 

at my office to tell me that I would not be seeing him at church while he was home over the summer. 

When I asked why, he told me, "Well, you see I have been doing a lot of thinking about religion 

while I was at college, and I have come to the conclusion that there is not much to this religion 

thing. I have found out that I don't need the church to get by," he said. I responded by saying I 

found all that interesting. "Aren't you worried? I thought you would go through the roof when I told 

you," he said. I had known this boy for about five years, had baptized him a couple of years ago on 

profession of faith, and had watched him grow during his high school years. He came from a 

difficult family situation. The church had been very interested in him and had a hand in making it 

possible for him to go to college. "No, I'm interested, but not overly concerned. I'll be watching to 

see if you can pull it off," I told him. "What do you mean 'pull it off? I don't  understand. I'm 

nineteen. I can decide to do anything I want to do, can't I?" "When I was nineteen I thought I was 

'on my own,' too. I'm saying that I'm not so sure you will be able to get away with this," I said—to 

the increasingly confused young man. "Why not?" he asked. "Well, for one thing, you're baptized." 

"So what does that have to do with anything?" "Well, you try forsaking it, rejecting it, forgetting 

about it, and maybe you'll find out," I suggested. "I can't figure out what being baptized has to do 

with me," he said. "For one thing, there are people here who care about you. They I made promises 

to God when you were baptized. You try not | showing up around here this summer, and they will be 

nosing around asking you what you are doing with your life, what kind of grades you made last 

semester, what you're doing with yourself. Then there's also God. No telling what God might try 

with I you. From what I've seen of God, once he has claimed you, you / I don't get off the hook so 

easily. God is relentless in claiming what is his. And, in baptism, God says you belong to him." The 

boy shook his head in wonder at this strange, unreasonable brand of ecclesiastical reasoning and 

more or less stumbled out the door of my study. In a week or so, he was back at his usual place on 

the second pew. The baptizers had done their work. (p.111,2) 

 

Now that has all sorts of implications for us and the way we build relationships with, and nurture, 

and love each other and those who come to us for baptism. 
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Wouldn’t it be good if we could show the same kind of interest in and concern for our younger 

people. How many of our younger folks have we allowed to drift away without a word? We need to 

be developing a relationship with others, especially but not only the young, so that when we see 

them at the shops, or maybe even if we haven’t seen them, we can contact them and ask them how 

they are going. Know them well enough to enquire after their studies, interests, friends. Help them 

feel that this is where they belong and to feel comfortable in being here. 

 

As we do that, we well be being faithful to who and whose we are, as we help them remember who 

and whose they are – belonging to and beloved of God. 

 

_____________________________ 


