1-14-07 Sermon

Baptism of Jesus

Isaiah 43:1-7

Luke 3:15-17, 21-22

Dear friends in Christ, grace and peace. Amen

It is one of the most beautiful passages of scripture in the bible.
I have read these words many times in difficult situations.
The words are from the heart of God.

They speak a language that we often do not understand or comprehend because it is almost more than we can bear to hear. 
The words are a life-line – cast from the heart of God to people who are far away.
We think to ourselves – I am not worthy to be the object of this kind of love and devotion. We think to ourselves – how is this possible?
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.
These words are first spoken to Israel – spoken to a scattered people;

people far from home
far from that which was central in their lives.

Some of them were so far from home that they no longer knew who they were anymore.
Some of them were so far from home that they had forgotten about God - they no longer remembered the stories – they no longer remembered how God had purchased them from slavery – how God had brought them through the waters into a new land.
It is a common sort of thing and it happens more than we care to admit and it happens to people more than we realize and for a variety of reasons. 
Those whom God has called and claimed – people who have been in relationship with God find themselves in foreign territory. 
They find themselves in places where God is no longer present. Places where God is no longer part of their life.

They wake up one day and say I am ok on my own – I have no need of this relationship with the living God. 
They wake up one day and look at the pain of life – the unfairness of life – the death of life and they think to themselves – where is God in all of this?
I remember a conversation I had once with a parent from another church who was expressing concerns to me about a daughter who had drifted from the faith. 
A child who struggled mightily with the faith due to difficult circumstances as well as legitimate questions.

And all I could do in that conversation and in that context was point this person back to the words of God – words spoken from the heart – words spoken to a people who were far away – a people God had not forgotten about and a people whom God was planning on bringing back home.

Thus says the Lord - 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.
 

For I am the LORD your God, the Holy One of Israel, your Savior.
None of us can avoid – try as we might - the waters of life that try and sweep us away. 

None of us are immune from the rivers of unbelief and doubt that make us feel like we are drowning.
We have all felt the fire of broken relationships and deep disappointment and God says to each one of us;
I will be with you

They shall not overwhelm you

You shall not be burned.

I read a Fred Craddock story this past week. He is one of my favorite preachers. Craddock’s wife’s name is Nettie. He writes, Nettie and I got acquainted in Chautauqua, New York with a minister who had no arms. He was born with nothing from here. No arms. 
He was telling us one day the experience he had of learning to put on his own clothes without any arms. He said his mother always dressed him, and he had gotten to be a pretty big boy. 
She fed him, she dressed him, she fed him, she dressed him. 

One day she put his clothes in the middle of the floor and said, “Dress yourself.”

He said, “I can’t dress myself, I don’t have….”

She said, “You have to dress yourself,” and she left the room.

He said, “I kicked, I screamed, I kicked, I screamed, I yelled,” 
You don’t love me anymore.” 
Finally, I realized that, if I were to get any clothes on, I’d have to get my clothes on.”
After hours of struggle, he got some clothes on.
He said, “It was not until later that I knew my mother was in the next room crying.
Craddock concludes the story this way – “I don’t know if God distances God’s self from us, but I know sometimes we feel some distance.

When we feel the distance – whether it is real or imagined;

When we are in exile;

When the river is too wide;

When the fire is too hot;

This is when the promise that is given through the water is most critical.

When we are trying to put on the clothes of faith – 
for the very first time or for the first time in a long time – 
We remember that the promise given through the water is like a mother in the next room crying her heart out in love because she knows the child needs to learn how to put those clothes on by him or herself. And the clothes will go on – eventually – at some point in time and they will fit.
Because you passed through the waters, I will be with you;
and through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you;
Because you are precious in my sight, and honored, and I love

you.
And the Spirit descended in bodily form, as dove and a voice from heaven said;

You are my beloved son

You are my beloved daughter.

I have called you by name.

You are mine.

Amen
