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In the book of Isaiah, God gives the world a gift. His servant, given as a light to the nations, to give sight 
to the blind, to bring freedom to the captives. Out of all the language employed in the Old Testament, these 
words sound more familiar to us Christians than almost anything else. They sound to us like the 
descriptions the New Testament uses for Jesus. 

In Isaiah Chapter 42, that we hear today, God says “Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, 
in whom my soul delights” He says “I have given you as a...light to the nations, to open the eyes that are 
blind, to bring out the prisoners from the dungeon, from the prison those who sit in darkness.”This 
prophecy was spoken about 500 years before the Birth of Jesus, so who is God giving to the world to his 
servant, to spread his light for all to see? Well in this context, we find that here, God is presenting as a gift 
his chosen nation, the Hebrew people, to bring forth the light, the freedom and the spiritual vision that 
come with knowing and loving God. 

Since early days, God had been revealing Godself to the Hebrew people, had rescued them from 
slavery, had given the promised land, had cultivated relationship with them, so that he would be their God, 
and they would be his people. And the ultimate goal, as we hear revealed today in Isaiah, of creating that 
deep and trusting relationship with this people, was for them, in turn, to show forth God and his goodness 
to other peoples and nations, to be his witnesses to all.They were conceived, created and nurtured to be a 
gift, a healing presence revealed among all nations. 

Patiently, lovingly, God taught his people to trust him, and in return, he entrusted to them 
something he had revealed to no other people: his name. In today’s Isaiah reading, God reminds his people 
of this when he says, “I am the LORD, that is my name” What we read on the page is capital LORD, but 
that is just a stand-in for the most holy name of God, given first to Moses at the burning bush. When 
Moses asks “who shall I say sent me?” God replies, giving him a name, not “God” or “Lord” 

You may have heard it pronounced “Yahweh” or “Jehovah,” but those transliterations are not 
original to the text. The way it is spelled, it cannot actually be pronounced. It’s literally just a string of 
consonants. In keeping with ancient tradition, the name of God is so sacred, it should not to be attempted 
to be uttered.  That is why it was replaced with the Hebrew word “Adonai,” or in English, simply LORD. 

The knowledge of the unutterable name of God by his holy people was a treasure of the utmost 
value. Especially in Biblical times, but still today, the giving of one’s name was an invitation to 
relationship, intimate knowledge. Calling someone by their name shows that you are familiar with them, 
you are in communion with them, that you even have a certain power that comes with being able to 
summon someone, personally, by name. The people of God were gifted to the world to be the keepers of 
the holy name, exemplars of righteousness, and messengers of the freedom and Shalom that comes with 
knowing God. 

Now jump forward, a few hundred years, to the event we encounter in the Gospel of Matthew 
today: the Baptism of our Lord, when Jesus went down to the river with John the Baptist and there, as he 
emerged from the waters of the Jordan, was named - for all to hear - the Son of God, the beloved. Astute 
listeners will notice that the proclamation God makes over Jesus at his baptism follows a very similar 
linguistic pattern to what was earlier spoken in reference to the chosen people of God. “Here is my Son, 
my beloved, in whom I delight.” 
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So why do we now hear God ascribing to Jesus what was first used to describe the whole people of 

God?  Well here, and in so many other places in the New Testament, we are shown how Jesus fulfills the 
destiny of God’s chosen people. Just as God said to his people, “in my image I have created you,” Jesus 
comes to be the image of God fully, in the flesh. Just as God’s people are called his delight, the apple of 
his eye, Jesus comes to earth and is called God’s beloved. Just as God’s people were gifted as a light to the 
nations, Jesus is the light of the world, sent to dispel the darkness that God’s people allowed to persist 
through sin and our failure time after time to do kindness love mercy, and walk humbly with our God.  

Time after time God’s people have fallen short of carrying out its mission. But in Jesus, the world is 
given a light that no darkness can overcome. In Jesus, we are shown the endless compassion of God. In 
Jesus, we are given a name, no longer unpronounceable, but upon whom we are invited to call, to know 
and to love, to form intimate relationship with as he draws us into the love of the Father. So today we 
celebrate that in his baptism, Jesus is revealed to the world as a gift, to embody and fulfill God’s 
commission to show forth his light to dispel the darkness, and to, as John says, to fulfill all righteousness. 

Now, in our own baptisms, we are united to Christ, we are made members of God’s family, we too 
receive the privilege of being called the ones in whom God delights, and we are given a new name: Child 
of God. You may notice that when we baptize someone, we don’t use their last name, but instead replace it 
with that new title: Child of God. And that’s because it doesn’t matter what family we came from, or who 
our parents were, from that point on, all that matters is that we have been named Child of God. 

Most expectant parents give a lot of thought to what name to give their babies. They realize that last 
names may come and go, but most people keep their first names for the long haul. Then you have to make 
sure the first name and the middle name go together. And in the case of twins, you also consider how the 
names sound together. Pastor Kris and I, like most parents, spent a lot of time considering what to name 
our girls, and we didn’t actually make the final decision until we met them face-to-face. But, a few months 
after they were born, we almost had to switch their names! 

We had chosen a Baptism date, and in order not to “give preference” to one of the two 
congregations we were serving at the time, we asked the Senior pastor from each church to baptize them. 
We invited family, friends and neighbors to the service, lined up musicians, prepared readings, a homily 
and organized a reception - y’all, this event was planned out down to the littlest detail. As you can 
imagine, as two pastors, we placed a lot of emphasis on this day, and we wanted to make sure their 
baptism day was special. 

Now, if you’ve seen our girls, you can attest to the fact that they look pretty identical. And at 3 
months old, they were not only even more identical then, but we hadn’t had as much time to learn the 
particularities that set them apart. So we developed a color-coding system. We dressed Virginia in pink, 
and Stella in white, even down to the pacifiers. Well, guess what color they were both wearing at the 
baptism? White. And guess who had ended up with the pink pacifier in her mouth right before the service? 
Stella. 

So, there we were, with the twins, two parents, two pastors, two sets of Godparents, and an acolyte 
all crowded around the font. And when the moment came, and the pastor who knew he was supposed to 
baptize Virginia went straight in and began to scoop up Stella, who was still sucking on that pink pacifier. 
I took a good look at her, realized right away that wasn’t Virginia and nearly lunged across the Baptismal 
font to stop him from grabbing the wrong baby! 

If I hadn’t gotten to him before he baptized her as “Virginia, Iris, Child of God,” I think we would 
have had to change their names! For two Lutheran pastors, as much as we emphasize baptismal identity we 
would have had to marched ourselves down to city hall and switch those poor girls names! In Baptism, no 
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matter how new we are ourselves, we are given a brand new identity and a new name, Child of God. We 
are adopted into the holy family, are joined to Christ and therefore joined to his mission of redemption. 
Through him, we become the gift, the light of the world, so that, inhabited by the Spirit we will be 
empowered to become a part of his ministry of healing and wholeness. 

 And that is why as the community of the baptized, we go out from this place to “serve all people, 
following the example of Jesus,” We feed and clothe and heal and encourage because we are the Body of 
Christ in the world. 

It’s important to understand the origin story of our participation in God’s mission. It’s important for 
us to understand that we’re not just called and commissioned to be altruists or “do-gooders.” When we go 
out to serve, we are not just trying to “brighten up someone’s day” We are doing much more than that. We 
are bearing the most holy name of God. We are being the light in the darkness. We are opening the eyes of 
those who were blind to see that there is a better way, that their value is so much more, that the God who 
stretched out the heavens is reaching out to take them by the hand, to call them by name. When we are sent 
among people who are hurting, broken or afraid, we are a healing presence. We are telling them, “I see 
you. I hear you. You are worthy to be called a child of God.” 

That’s why our Eucharistic and Visitation ministry go, sit down, and get to know the sick and 
homebound - to bring the presence of God, to let them know they are seen, valued and loved. That’s why 
our youth spent time over their winter break volunteering at Tricounty Family Ministries, to not only 
alleviate physical hunger, but also to satisfy the hunger to be seen, to be heard to be called by name. 
That’s why each community member on our Angel Tree this Christmas received a gift with their name on 
it. To remind them that no matter what kind of darkness they might be experiencing in their lives at the 
time, they matter to God. 

In Baptism, we are joined to the healing ministry of Christ. But here’s the twist. This healing is not 
just a ministry to the broken, it’s a ministry of the broken. When God spoke the words we hear today 
through the Prophet Isaiah, he wasn’t speaking to them at their best, he was speaking to them at their 
worst. This message came to the Hebrew people as the very lowest point in their history - when their holy 
city had just been destroyed and half their nation had been sent off into exile. It would be an 
understatement to say they were in a really dark place, and it’s there that God says “I have given you as a 
light to the nations.” It’s precisely the moment when they’ve suffered the worst when God calls them to be 
the light. In the words of Juliana Claassens, “in the midst of brokenness, in spite of brokenness, and maybe 
even because of brokenness, [Israel] will be a light to the nations.” 

 If in baptism, we have been grafted into the story of God’s holy people, then the legacy of strength 
amidst despair is ours too. We aren’t only sent out to heal the broken, we’re invited to recognize how we 
ourselves are broken. 

In the words of St. Paul, in his 2nd letter to the Corinthians, “We are afflicted in every way, but not 
crushed; perplexed, but not driven to despair; persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed. 
“ we have this treasure in clay jars, so that it may be made clear that this extraordinary power belongs to 
God and does not come from us. ” So often it’s the “power of compassion,” that is able to truly make a 
difference it’s a real visceral understanding of the trouble someone might be going through that can shine 
light in the deepest darkness, So that sometimes it’s the ones to whom we think we are ministering that are 
really the ones God is using to do the healing.  

God has given this world a gift. It’s the gift of light, of vision, of freedom... ...but it doesn’t exist 
outside the presence of darkness, blindness, captivity. instead it works through it. We get through it. And 
when our efforts fail, Christ breaks through it. 
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