
 

Warner Memorial Presbyterian Church 

 

Kirby Lawrence Hill   

January 10, 2016 

Isaiah 43:1-7 

Luke 3:15-22 

A RESILIENT IDENTITY 

 

Naming one‟s child is among those early parental responsibilities that can be a heavy challenge.  Nancy and I 

were in general agreement, which helped things.  We each put names on a list and we lived with the options for a 

while.  When our first-born turned out to be a girl, we were delighted, but we still had to make the decision 

between our first two name choices.  Sometime before we left the hospital, we saw the nurse midwife who had 

helped deliver the baby and she asked whether we had chosen a name.  We told her we were trying to decide 

between Caroline and Grace.  She responded saying, “Oh, don‟t name her Grace; that is such an old-fashioned 

name.”  I don‟t remember if we thanked her for her input, but if we did, it was not said with sincerity.  Most of 

you know which of those names we chose for our daughter.  We arranged with our church for my brother, who is 

a pastor, to be the officiant for the baptism.  As part of the baptismal liturgy, he asked Nancy and me to state our 

daughter‟s name before the congregation.  He then took her in his arms and said, “Grace Lawrence Hill, child of 

the covenant, I baptize you in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.”     

 

We each answer to a name.  Our name is related to our identity, but who we understand ourselves to be is 

somewhat different.  Mary and Joseph had named their firstborn Jesus, which means „God saves.‟  An angel had 

told Mary to use that name.  I guess angels speak with more authority than nurse midwives do.  Jesus wasn‟t 

baptized until he began his formal ministry, which Luke tells us was at about the age of thirty.  He had been 

dedicated as an infant, but baptism for infants was not the practice at that time.  In fact, the ritual of baptism in 

Jewish circles was rare.  But John, who was referred to as „the Baptist,‟ lived up to what he was called, using it in 

his ministry as an expression to help people be open to God‟s ideas about who they were.  Some people who 

came to him thought John might be the long-awaited Messiah, but he told them clearly that one who was more 

powerful than he was coming.  After Jesus was baptized, gospel writers tell us three things occurred: heaven was 

opened, the Holy Spirit descended in the form of a dove, and a voice came from heaven saying, “You are my Son, 

the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.”  In the previous thirty years of his life, there certainly had been other 

voices offering a less positive identity.  In another gospel account, someone asks, “Can anything good come out 

of Nazareth?”  There would be times in his ministry when people would express their doubts that Jesus was the 

beloved Son of God.  He got chased out of town at times.  He was also told he was a blasphemer.  I figure Jesus at 

least had certain times when he wondered how he would be able to live out his identity as God‟s beloved Son. 

 

After years of being in exile in Babylon, those to whom Isaiah spoke in our first reading must have had their 

doubts that they were still a group of people with whom God had a special loving relationship.  There must have 

been many times when they questioned why God would have left them in such a situation for what was decades.  

These had been among the most difficult of times and they wondered if God had actually abandoned them.  

Instead, God was moving to liberate them, to free them from their physical captivity and from their spiritual 

captivity.  They were told that God‟s love would lead to their liberation.   

 

We can become captive to identities that fall short of who we are in relationship to God.  Are we a person of 

value?  Are we beloved?  Each of us go through experiences that challenge who we understand ourselves to be.  

Have we not been called derogatory names at some place along the way?  Haven‟t there been vocational 

wanderings that left us confused and relational insecurities that left scars on our hearts?  Such experiences may 



leave us feeling like we are something less than who God has created us to be.   

 

When each of us was baptized, an identity as a beloved child of God was placed upon us.  Parents get to name a 

child, but God is the One who establishes our identity.  Water on the head is God‟s embrace.  The embrace doesn‟t 

end, but that water dries and there arises external or internal challenges that call into question our identity as a 

beloved child of God.  What can enable the identity God gives each one of us to be a resilient one?    

Luke‟s account of Jesus‟ baptism is unique in at least one respect.  As I said earlier, gospel writers Matthew, 

Mark, and Luke all describe in their baptismal accounts, a description of heaven being opened, the descent of the 

Holy Spirit in the form of a dove, and a voice from heaven declaring Jesus to be God‟s beloved Son.  But Luke 

says those indications of his identity occurred when Jesus had been baptized and was praying.  Throughout 

Luke‟s gospel account, anytime something big is going to happen, we find Jesus in prayer.  He spent the night in 

prayer before choosing his twelve disciples.  Later, while he is praying, he is transfigured before three of his 

followers.  When death is staring him in the face, he prays in Gethsemane, seeking God‟s will for his life.  Luke 

tells us that the last words Jesus uttered from the cross were in the form of a prayer, “Father, into your hands I 

commend my spirit.”   

 

In prayer, we too can commend our individual spirits unto God.  As we do so, we are reminded to whom we 

belong, who it is who gives us our identity.  We hear Jesus teach that when others abuse us, our response is not to 

take on the abusive identity they have hurled at us, but to pray for them.  It is among the divine gifts that help us 

live in God‟s love so we can live out God‟s love.       

 

Whatever name your parents may have given you, there are two bases to bolster a sense of your identity and 

mine.  One is that we have been baptized, drenched in God‟s love, and through those waters, by an authoritative 

voice, we have been called a child of God.  The other is the reassurance that whenever we want, we can speak 

directly to the One who reigns over heaven and earth, the One who reigns over our confused identities, the One 

who reigns over our scared or scarred hearts.  Listen to what the baptismal waters say about you, and pour out 

your hearts to God in prayer listening for God‟s response.  In a world that challenges us in many ways, baptism 

and prayer give us a resilient identity, enabling us live in God‟s love so we can live out God‟s love.  Repeat this 

after me: „We will live in God‟s love;‟ „so we can live out God‟s love.‟   We sang it earlier as a celebration of 

God‟s grace: “Goodness is stronger than evil; love is stronger than hate; light is stronger than darkness; life is 

stronger than death.  Victory is ours; victory is ours through God who loves us.  Victory is ours; victory is ours 

through God who loves us.” 1 

 

1  
“Goodness Is Stronger than Evil,” written by Desmond Tutu, 1994.   


