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ARE YOU LISTENING? 

Isaiah 43: 1-2, 4, 6-7; Luke 3: 15-17, 21-22 

Baptism of the Lord • January 9, 2022 

by Pat Berger 

 

In chapter 39 of Isaiah, before today's reading, we would learn that the Hebrew 

people were being sent into exile.  "Then Isaiah said to Hezekiah, 'Hear the word 

of the LORD of hosts: Behold, the days are coming, when all that is in your house, 

and that which your ancestors have stored up until this day, shall be carried to 

Babylon; nothing shall be left, says the LORD.'"  The exile was long and it was 

difficult.  Most likely, we will not be forced in our lifetimes to live in a foreign country, 

under leadership of people who just plain don't like us and want to make our lives 

miserable.  We will not have to change all of our eating habits and the way we 

dress and -- well: just change almost everything about ourselves in order to survive.  

We will not have to worship in secret and fear being found out.  We will not see 

our children and then our grandchildren growing up in a strange land and a 

strange culture.  Most likely, those things will not be a part of our life stories.  AND 

there are times in each of our lives when we are afraid.  When we feel alone, 

when we don't know what to do, when we aren't sure that anyone cares, when 

it all just seems to be too much.  No doubt, we could think of times and 

circumstances in the past couple of years or so that might be small examples of 

the way it was for the Hebrews as they lived in exile. 

 

Now, four short chapters and 150 very long years later, we read, "But now . . ."  "But 

now" is often a phrase, in both the Hebrew Scriptures and the New Testament, 

that means, " . . . things are about to be different here."  The Hebrews had fallen 

out of favor with God.  BUT NOW things were going to be different.  The covenant 

would be renewed.  They would be delivered from their suffering, they would be 

delivered from their sin.  BUT NOW, thus says the LORD, The One who created you 

O Jacob, the One who formed you O Israel, BUT NOW, "Do not be afraid, I am 

with you." 

 

And remember about the "do not be afraids."  When we read, "do not be afraid" 

in the Bible, we ought not to hear it as if we were being patted on the head and 

some kindly teacher or . . .  GOD . . . were saying, "that's ok, dear, don't be afraid."  

The "do not be afraids" are written in the imperative form; they are commands; 

the same verb form is used in the Ten Commandments.  That is the voice of God 

that we need to hear commanding us: DO NOT BE AFRAID.   

 

"Do not be afraid, I am with you.  I have called you each by name," are the 

beginning words of a favorite hymn of mine.  As when we are baptized: God 

chooses us.  God adopts each one of us.  Jesus clearly had been chosen before 

his birth, and affirmation was more the purpose of his baptism than adoption, but 

it is his baptism of which we read this morning in Luke, and that we celebrate on 



 2 

this day in the church calendar.  People had been asking John the Baptist, as he 

taught and preached in the wilderness, if he were the messiah, and he assured 

them that someone greater than he was coming.  He was not the one they were 

expecting, and in fact he wasn't even worthy of untying the sandal of The One 

Who Was Coming.  And then the lectionary skips a couple of verses, during which 

John the Baptist is arrested, so we don't exactly know who baptized Jesus.   

 

Preaching was happening in the wilderness, and Jesus' baptism apparently 

happened without witnesses; again we are reminded of the places in our own 

lives when we have felt alone, invisible, maybe even abandoned.  In those 

places, it is prayer -- both the talking-to-God part and the listening-to-God part -- 

that reminds us of our chosen-ness and our adoption, of our baptism.  One 

commentator I read, John McClure, suggested that, "Equilibrium must be 

disrupted in order for change to occur," and that, "these texts are a testimony to 

this hard fact of human existence."  Which may be a part of why what happened 

next merited mention.  Heaven was opened!  The Greek word that is used for 

opened is the same one that is used at the end of Jesus' life when the temple veil 

is torn; we can presume a significant sound, an attention-claiming event.  And 

then the voice that thunders, the one that breaks cedars and flashes forth flames 

of fire and shakes the wilderness -- those who were there heard THAT voice, saying, 

"You are my son, the Beloved; with you I am well-pleased."  And I wonder if Jesus 

heard in that, "Do not be afraid.  I am with you.  I have called you each by name.  

come and follow me.  I will lead you home." 

 

Are we listening?  As God's beloved children in this time and this place, have we 

heard?  We will not celebrate communion this morning, but when we do, as we 

did last Sunday, we celebrate Jesus' baptism at the Table where he is host; we 

are reminded of our own baptisms.  When we partake of bread and juice, we are 

reminded of Jesus' sacrifice on our behalf.  We are also reminded of who God 

and the divine beloved Son have been for us this week, and perhaps of who they 

will need to be for us in the coming week.  And we are reminded of what is asked 

of us because we also are the beloved children, and of how we will need to 

respond.  Some news reports this past week have been difficult to listen to; the 

COVID virus seems to hang on; as if we needed to be reminded of the January 6 

events of last year, we were; and there was much rain and much wind and the 

disappearance of an iceberg.  Our belonging, our being the beloved does not 

mean that our lives will be somehow easier, trouble-free.  What it does mean is 

that we are loved by our faithful God, who walks with us always and everywhere.  

It is ever so much easier to hear the world around us than it is to remember to listen 

for that voice that thunders.  Family and friends and neighbors, those with whom 

we work and play and worship -- each of these is capable of saying these things 

that we need to hear, and of saying things that aren't helpful at all.  Some days 

we just know that we do our jobs well, manage our homes well, live our lives well.  

And then there are the other days . . .  Those are just parts of who we are; they 
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are not what is important.  What is important is Jesus' baptism and ours, done in 

the name of the One whose voice thunders: do not be afraid.  I am with you.  I 

have called you each by name.  Come and follow me.  I will lead you home.  I 

love you and you are mine. 

 

Amen. 

 

Let us pray.  God who loves us, remind us to listen.  Remind us to listen for your 

voice, every day, in every circumstance.  Amen. 


