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I once read a book entitled “All the Stories I Could Not Tell While I Was a Pastor.” There 

were some great ones – and every pastor has a host of those stories – some they can 

share and others, not so much. While I was serving as an interim pastor many moons 

ago, an elderly church member came up to me after the service and asked, “Did you go 

to seminary?” I answered, “Yes, I did.” And then just when I was getting ready to tell her 

about it, her next words were: “Did you graduate?” You’ve got to laugh. Another time 

early in my ministry, a visitor about my age came out after I preached and said: “Yeah, it 

was pretty good, I mean you’re pretty passionate about what you’re saying – probably 

because you’re a woman. Most preachers are men. Also… I mean, there’s a LOT about 

Jesus. Like, a LOT. But it’s okay, it was pretty good.” You’ve got to laugh. And let me just 

say, none of those kinds of things ever happen around here! 

 

A Presbyterian pastor, John Buchanan, once told a story about baptizing a two-year-old 

boy in a worship service. After the child had been baptized, the pastor, following the 

directions of the Presbyterian prayer book, put his hand on the little boy’s head and said, 

“You are a child of God, sealed by the Spirit in your baptism, and you belong to Jesus 

Christ forever.” And then it happened. The little boy looked up and simply said very 

loudly, “Uh-oh.” The people in the congregation smiled, of course. Some were even 

brave enough to laugh out loud. Out of the mouth of a child. Isn’t that the fear of so 

many, that somehow becoming a follower of Jesus will lead us down a path that we do 

not want to take?  
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This story made me think of the Scripture we just heard this morning. I’m wondering if 

some who observed the baptism of Jesus in the Jordan, whispered those same words, 

“Uh-oh.” But, on the other hand, I think there might have been others who viewed what 

happened in that moment as the beginning of a grand adventure. 

 

So, let me set the stage for us. There were large crowds gathered at the river that day. 

They came from great distances expecting to see something unique, but what they saw 

was a little different from what they had expected. 

 

They were standing on the bank of the Jordan River, not far from the oasis city of Jericho. 

To the west was the steep road that led up to the city of Jerusalem. To the south was the 

harsh desert wilderness and the Dead Sea. To the north were the villages of Israel dotted 

around the Sea of Galilee. People had come from all over to see and hear a celebrity 

whose name was being repeated all over the region. Crowds were gathering in 

increasing numbers to listen to a dynamic new preacher who was calling for religious 

reform and personal transformation. And there he was, John named the Baptist, the son 

of the priest, Zechariah, with wild hair, simple clothing, and an odd diet. Those who 

came heard a message that the long-expected day of the Lord was approaching, and 

they needed to get ready by repenting and returning to lives of righteousness. And then 

he invited all those who were sincere about changing their lives to wade into the water to 

go through a version of the Jewish rite of purification. All that was what they had heard 

about. 

 

But then something unexpected happened. Another young man waded into the water and 

asked to be baptized. Perhaps John was so busy with other people that he didn’t 

recognize who was in front of him at first. When he looked up, he saw Jesus, and those 

who were close enough overheard John saying, “What are you doing here? You don’t 
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need to be baptized. I need to be baptized by you.” And Jesus said, “Just do it – it needs 

to happen.” And then the gospel writer reported something very surprising occurred, 

those who were watching sensed the presence of God whispering to Jesus -- “You are my 

Son, my beloved. You bring me great joy.” 

 

Now there are a lot of things we could talk about in this story, but what struck me this 

week was that being named as Beloved has the potential to give direction to our lives. 

Names are powerful – they convey identity, purpose, relationship, and direction. 

 

I have lots of names: Mama, Mom, Ima, Nana, Debbie Darling, honey, and my sisters 

call me Sissie. I have a lot of terms of endearment for the people in my life, too. I found 

myself giving our granddaughter, Avery, many nicknames. One day, David asked me 

why I didn’t just call her by her given name. I thought about it for a while, and I realized 

that my nicknames were simply a part of my love for her. And then, I found a great quote: 

“A well-loved child has many names.” Naming can impart a sense of belonging. 

 

Names, sometimes they’re endearing, but other times, they can cause a lot of pain. We 

are living at a time in our culture where names have been used to exclude. So many 

around us want to define us by names or affiliations: Democrat or Republican, 

conservative or liberal, American or immigrant, rich or poor, gay or straight, and the list 

just seems to go on and on. Naming in this way creates insiders and outsiders. But, it 

doesn’t stop there, the markers continue with the products we use or the stores where we 

shop – the labels are on our cars, our shirts, and our computers. And they seem to give 

some a sense of identity, too. But this Scripture wants to challenge those kinds of 

identities. 
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To be named “Beloved” means someone believes in you. And Jesus was called a beloved 

child before he had even begun to accomplish what he had set out to do. 

 

How would our lives be different if we believed that we were truly loved and set apart for 

a unique purpose? To be beloved is to be cherished, to be treasured. Not only did Jesus 

hear that, but the story of our own baptism reminds us that we too are cherished. God 

claims us by name as a beloved child, simply because we were created by God. God is 

well pleased with us.  

 

That is powerful, because that is not the story we tell ourselves. Most of us have another 

one that rolls around in our mind. The narrative that runs in a loop is the one of the Inner 

Critic – the one who reminds us of our mistakes or our failures. The one that suggests that 

if people really knew us, they would not see us in the same way. Or the one that says that 

we don’t have the power to do anything really significant at this point in our lives. Or the 

one that reminds us that we are never enough – smart enough, accomplished enough, 

young enough, or rich enough. The story here reminds us that in God’s eyes we are 

enough – enough to be called beloved. We have a name, we have an identity, and we 

have a purpose -- no matter our age or stage of life. 

 

Baptisms are more than just a ritual – they remind us of who we are and what we are 

called to be and to do. They remind us of our primary identity as loved children of God. 

But that’s only the beginning of the story. Knowing he was loved was the impetus for 

Jesus claiming his purpose in this world. I got to wondering, what if we claimed a name 

that was a sign of who we want to become? 

 

Today, for many people, tattoos are a way of identifying who we are and what is 

important to us. So, having 30-something children, the subject of tattoos was our 
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dinnertime conversation one night. We shared what tattoo we would have if we were to 

get one – fascinating. First of all, I am not a fan of pain so I reminded my kids that this 

was a hypothetical conversation. After thinking about it for a long time, I chose one that is 

aspirational – the person I hope I am becoming. My tattoo would be the two Hebrew 

words: “Eshat chayel” A Woman of valor. Whatever I do on this journey with Jesus, I 

want to embrace courage in the journey. So, if you were to choose a name that would 

describe who you want to become, what would that word or phrase be? If you could 

choose one name to define your purpose, what would it be? 

 

How would your life be different if you believed that you were beloved and set apart for 

a purpose? What if our name of beloved is simply meant to be our starting place – the 

place where we discover first our identity, then our purpose, to impact our worlds with the 

message of Jesus – a message of inclusion, a message of peace, and message of love. In 

John’s gospel, Jesus said: “You did not choose me, but I chose you. And I appointed you 

to go and bear fruit, fruit that will last, so that the Father will give you whatever you ask 

him in my name. I am giving you these commands so that you may love one another.” 

(John 15:16-17)  

 

It’s a starting place – knowing that we are loved. But it’s not an ending place. We are 

loved to offer a place of belonging; we are blessed to bring something of our very selves 

to this world. We are cherished to be courageous enough to claim our purpose for 

impacting our worlds. Being named can be the beginning of a great adventure – it’s up 

to us whether we see it as an “Uh-oh,” or to see it as a nudge to show up in our worlds, 

claiming our identity as Beloved, joining the great adventure of faith. 

 


