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BAPTISM
GOD’S HELP
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SUMMARY
Someone beside us — or even logged in to an online service with us — may be silently enduring some terrible trouble. How can we help them feel God’s presence at their side?

AT A GLANCE
Isaiah tells us what baptism promises during our life on this earth: God will be at our sides during difficult times. And we, as Christians, live out this example by worshiping together and accompanying each other as part of a community. 

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s New Testament text, see “Forcing God’s Hand,” January 10, 2016. 

“When you pass through the waters, I will be with you;
and through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you …”
—Isaiah 43:2a

This Sunday is the Baptism of the Lord. To many of us, it’s one of the more obscure Christian festivals. But it’s one that has, from the earliest days, been central to the church’s tradition. Eastern Orthodox churches remember this episode from Jesus’ life on the day of Epiphany, and Roman Catholic and Protestant churches typically do so on the first Sunday after.
Jesus’ baptism is a suitable place for the church to begin recounting the story of his life and ministry. It’s such an important story that all four gospels tell it in one way or another (Matthew 3:13–17; Mark 1:9–11; Luke 3:21–23; John 1:29–33). Before Jesus does anything as a teacher and healer, he hikes up his robe, scrambles down the muddy riverbank and wades into the Jordan to be baptized by John.
Why does he do it? Theologians have long debated that question. Why must the sinless son of God receive this potent symbol of repentance and new life? Is he not himself the very wellspring of new life promised in the baptismal waters?
Some theologians are quick to explain that Jesus doesn’t need to be baptized, but he lets his cousin push him down under the muddy water purely for our sake. According to that way of thinking, Jesus is like a swimming teacher, standing dry-shod by the side of the pool, modeling the breaststroke for the shivering gaggle of kids standing chest-deep in the water. He’s modeling repentance, not actually doing it.
Such explanations miss the point. (You’re over-thinking it, theologians!) What Jesus received from John that day was not a Christian baptism, but a Jewish one. In many first-century Jewish sects — including the one led by John — the pathway into any life of serious religious discipline leads through water. As the Israelites of old passed through the Red Sea, so any serious believer must do the same.

The Terror of Water
If you were to make a list of the world’s great maritime traditions, the Jewish people would be far from the top. The Vikings would be up there, in their dragon-ships. So would the ancient Irish, braving the Hebridean Sea in their sealskin coracles. Portuguese merchants fought wind and waves as they rounded the Cape of Good Hope, returning with costly nutmeg and clove from the Indies to revolutionize European cooking. And the British? To this day, their patriots proudly sing: “Rule, Britannia! Britannia, rule the waves! Britons never, never, never shall be slaves.”
Nobody ever accused the Jews of trying to rule the waves. They had a seacoast, but no great desire to venture out onto the Mediterranean (that was the specialty of the Phoenicians, sometimes called the Philistines). Apart from the miserable experience of the benighted Jonah, the only Jewish seafaring we read about in the Bible is fishing boats bobbing on the Sea of Galilee, always in sight of land.
The ancient Jews were a desert people: in the earliest days, nomadic herders of sheep and goats. Water, frankly, terrified them. When the writer of Psalm 139 is casting around for an image to depict existential despair, he chooses an ocean voyage out of sight of land: “If I take the wings of the morning and settle at the farthest limits of the sea, even there your hand shall lead me, and your right hand shall hold me fast” (vv. 9-10).
Kids in our culture run laughing down the diving board, executing a perfect cannonball, but John the Baptist’s converts waded into the Jordan with trepidation. To lose your footing and go under the water was to flirt with death itself.

Baptismal Insurance?
Maybe this is why so many Christians have come to view the sacrament of baptism as a spiritual insurance policy. That little dose of fear of death functions like an inoculation. Even though most Christian traditions now teach that baptism is never an emergency, plenty of new parents instinctually think otherwise. The sooner Junior gets “done,” the better. You never know what could happen. You just don’t.
It’s sometimes said that baptism conveys an “indelible mark” — that those who pass through the waters are marked forever as children of God. If that’s that case, then wouldn’t it make sense to assume that the Lord keeps a special eye out for those displaying such a mark?
Yes, it does. But that doesn’t mean that we who are baptized — and who have later confirmed the baptismal vows our parents made for us — are promised an easier road than other human beings. Baptism does convey a promise of eternal life, by the grace of Christ, but it doesn’t mean the baptized receive a special certificate of protection from earthly perils.
Responding to the horrors of World War I, a Canadian poet and army surgeon, Lt. Col. John McCrae, wrote these famous words:
“In Flanders fields the poppies blow
Between the crosses, row on row,
That mark our place; and in the sky
The larks, still bravely singing, fly
Scarce heard amid the guns below.
We are the Dead. Short days ago
We lived, felt dawn, saw sunset glow,
Loved and were loved, and now we lie,
In Flanders fields.”
“We are the dead,” writes the poet. The “crosses, row on row” that mark these heroes’ final resting-place signify that here lie thousands of baptized Christians. Their baptism was no insurance policy. It didn’t protect them from bullets, grenades or mustard gas. Some of the baptized believers who went “over there” returned home after the Armistice, to marry and raise families. Others rest in Flanders fields. Joining them in death was the poet McCrae himself. He succumbed to pneumonia in 1918 and is buried in France.

God Accompanies Us
Today’s reading from the prophet Isaiah tells us what baptism does promise during our life on this earth. It doesn’t mention the Christian sacrament, of course — how could it? — but it does speak about the experience of passing through the waters, and where God may be trusted to be as we do so:
“Do not fear, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name, you are mine. 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” (vv. 1-2).
A little later, the prophet supplies the reason why the Lord would say such a thing: “You are precious in my sight, and honored, and I love you” (v. 4).
For Jews of Isaiah’s time, the prophet’s words surely called to mind the nation-building experience of their ancestors, when Moses led the Hebrews through the waters of the sea to freedom. The recollection of that experience is all the more poignant here because the people to whom Isaiah is writing are exiles in Babylon. They haven’t voyaged across the waves to the “farthest limits of the sea” — the sum of the psalmist’s fears — but they have traversed oceans of sand, to reside in a miserable ghetto at the beck and call of their foreign overlords. There, in their worst moments, they feel just as abandoned.
If the Lord did lead their ancestors through the waters of the Red Sea on their way to claim the promised land, then surely a return to that land is but a distant dream to them now.
But Isaiah won’t abandon that promise. The day will come, he reassures them, when the Lord will lead them back through the fearsome waters once again. But this time, they go in the opposite direction as they return home!
Notice how close the Lord promises to be to them: “When you pass through the waters, I will be with you …” The Lord may not promise, in baptism, to shield us from the ordinary sufferings of this life, but God does promise to be with us, close at hand, as we endure them. The Lord never promises we won’t get our feet wet, but God does attest that the waters will never rise up in a tsunami and smash us into eternal oblivion.
God promises to accompany us through this life, and even onward to the life beyond. Isn’t that thought a powerful source of comfort and strength?

In the Company of Pilgrims
There are two meanings to this word “accompany.” The first is the sense of one person walking alongside another. That thrilling story from the end of Luke’s gospel comes to mind: how, on the road to Emmaus, a mysterious man overtakes two of Jesus’ disciples who are sadly trudging their way along. At first, they don’t know it’s their Lord who’s walking with them. But then, as they gather for the evening meal and he breaks the bread, their eyes are opened and they recognize him, just before he vanishes from their sight (Luke 24:13-35). Isaiah’s promise is that God accompanies us, walking beside us, in just that way.
The second sense of the word “accompany” — with respect to the way God accompanies us — is found within that larger word. We, the baptized, are members of a larger company: the church, the body of Christian believers. Baptism is the sacrament of entry into that company.
This means that, as we encounter rough patches in life, there are other pilgrims around us — Christian friends to catch us when we stumble and fall. In seasons of heartache and loss, there are sisters and brothers pledged to walk alongside us, to share with us some of their own strength.
There’s an old story about a woman who was living through the aching pain of bereavement. She kept coming to church during her time of grief, but she would just stand there with the hymnal in her hands, not singing.
A good friend noticed this and said, “I see you’re not singing, and I also know how much you love to sing. Why don’t you just try to join in? It’ll make you feel better.”
“I’m sorry,” said the bereaved woman, “but I just can’t sing right now. I’m sure I will, eventually. But for now, I know the church is singing the hymns for me, and that’s a great source of comfort.”
Each week, in worship, we symbolically live out this work of being, together, a company of believers. Individual prayer and meditation are wonderful things — and Christian family life is likewise a wonderful thing — but they’re no substitute for life together in the larger company that is the church. The Lord promises to be with us as we pass through the waters. A significant part of the way the Lord accomplishes that is through each one of us, week after week, as we gather as God’s people in person or online.
We don’t just come to worship for individual inspiration. We don’t just come to receive. We come to give. Our presence in the company of pilgrims is important to others as well.
Our presence in Christian community, week after week — praying, singing, offering up our gifts — is a ministry to others, a witness to faith. It just may be that someone else — sitting beside us, or behind us, or in front of us, or even seeing our name pop up in the online comments feed — is silently in pain, enduring some terrible trouble. Much of the time, we have no way of knowing this. Nor do we have any way of knowing how important it is to that fellow believer who sees us — yes, us! — engaging in worship.
What if such a person comes to church on Sunday, feeling debilitating spiritual pain or doubt, and sees instead an empty sanctuary — or one so nearly empty that prayers ring hollow and the hymn-singing is entirely lacking in joy? Or what if that person logged on and found few others there? We would be failing to perform that Christlike work of accompanying, making it difficult for our neighbors to remember that when they pass through the waters, God is beside them.
How firm a foundation God gives us, in our life together as church, for persevering through hard times: 
“When through the deep waters I call thee to go,
the rivers of sorrow shall not overflow;
for I will be near thee, thy troubles to bless,
and sanctify to thee they deepest distress.”
As we sing words like that, we raise our song in the company of others, whose very presence signifies that we worship a God who accompanies us!
—Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

THE OTHER TEXTS
January 9, 2022, Cycle C
Psalm 29
What Does the Text Say?
It is the Lord’s metaphorical voice — the thunder of the rainstorm — that is the psalmist’s theme. This voice is the awe-inspiring manifestation of Israel’s divine patron, who “sits enthroned as king” (v. 10). From that heavenly throne — represented on Earth by the cherub throne in the Holy of Holies in the Jerusalem temple (v. 9) — the voice of the deity shatters trees (v. 5), throws up clouds from the mountainsides (v. 6), lays waste wilderness and forest (vv. 8-9) and flashes forth as lightning (v. 7). Before such destructive and terrifying power, the only appropriate human response is the acknowledgment of human powerlessness by joining the heavenly court in ascribing “Glory!” to the supreme power (v. 9). And in the face of the terrifying power of the storm god, the psalmist’s final request is for strength and peace: strength to endure the wrath of the deity no less than mortal enemies and peace to enjoy the fructifying effects of the storm.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Time to Get the VoxDei App. Voice recognition software is nothing new, but the application of this technology is steadily ticking upward, especially as states enact legislation mandating hands-free smartphone use in cars. A number of such apps exist today, including Google, Bing, Vlingo, Dragon and Jibbigo. In forensic science, lab techs can compare voice characteristics to determine whether voice sample A matches voice sample B, because each voice, like one’s fingerprints, has its own characteristics. Here’s where you can go with this: Many Christians treat God as a divine version of Siri. “God, find me a new job.” “God, get me a spouse.” “God, help me get out of this mess.” Perhaps there is a place for such prayers, but in this psalm, the writer suggests that we get the VoxDei app. It’s an app that’s wired to our hearts and souls and that hears and interprets the voice of God — a voice that thunders over the waters, a voice that throws up clouds above the mountains. When we hear this voice, we will be reminded of the power and majesty of the God we worship and serve. And in that knowledge, we will find strength and peace, whatever crisis we face.

Acts 8:14-17
What Does the Text Say?
In this brief lectionary passage, one might imagine — given the historic tensions between Jews and Samaritans — that there might’ve been some suspicion among the apostles about the new, non-Jewish converts. However, the author provides only one explicit reason for the apostle’s trip to the region: namely to pray “that they might receive the Holy Spirit” (v. 15). There is solid evidence to suggest that the early church held that there were at least three essential pieces to the “conversion-initiation” experience of becoming a follower of Jesus: confession that Jesus is the Messiah, water baptism and receiving the Spirit. It seems there was no single order for these experiences, but the absence of any one of them calls into question whether one was part of the community. With the Samaritans’ reception of the Holy Spirit, there can be no question that the church had entered a new stage of expansion in fulfillment of Jesus’ charge.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Club Rules and Regulations. Most clubs have rules. Some may even require an expensive application fee and annual fees thereafter. Many such clubs are athletic clubs. Here is the first paragraph of an application for a golf and tennis club: “By signing the Membership Application, member(s) have reviewed and agree to abide by The [name] Golf and Tennis Club Rules and Regulations.” The 18-page document goes on to provide in detail the rules — rules related to charges and credit cards, parking, use of the pool, abusive or foul language and so on. Perhaps you had a club when you were a kid, complete with rituals, secret handshakes and a Keeper of the Flame. The church had rules then and has rules now. The question concerns whether the church, and perhaps the local church, has gone beyond what the New Testament church required. Do our club rules keep people out? Is our church in Anytown, USA, an exclusive club that bars the door to certain people? How could our church become a more welcoming congregation? 

Luke 3:15-17, 21-22
What Does the Text Say?
Undeterred and unoffended by his harsh words (vv. 7-9) and strict exhortations (vv. 11-14), those who came out to be baptized by John were wondering whether this bold, itinerant preacher might be the coming Messiah. John puts an end to the speculations about himself. The one coming after him is much stronger. John is not even worthy to perform the act of a servant and untie that person’s sandals. The medium of his baptism is not simple water, but is nothing less than the Holy Spirit and fire. Because this one will be stronger, he will, like John, implement a stringent program. Like a diligent farmer, he will gather in the wheat, but will destroy the chaff with fire. Yet, the fire he uses will be unquenchable. When Jesus arrives on the scene, he intermingles with the crowd of people. As they are being baptized by John, so, too, does Jesus come to be baptized. As he is praying during his baptism, the Holy Spirit descends upon him, not as a bolt of fire, but as a dove. A voice comes from heaven at this moment and proclaims Jesus to be well-pleasing and a beloved Son.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The Baptism of the Lord. This is the moment to talk about baptism and why it is an important Christian ritual, one of two “ordinances” (some would say “sacraments”) observed in Protestant churches. If you’re not going to preach about baptism on Baptism of the Lord Sunday, then when? 

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

As I understand it, to say that God is mightily present even in such private events as these does not mean that he makes events happen to us which move us in certain directions like chessmen. Instead, events happen under their own steam as random as rain, which means that God is present in them not as their cause but as the one who even in the hardest and most hair-raising of them offers us the possibility of that new life and healing which I believe is what salvation is. For instance, I cannot believe that a God of love and mercy in any sense willed my father’s suicide; it was my father himself who willed it as the only way out available to him from a life that for various reasons he had come to find unbearable. God did not will what happened that early November morning in Essex Fells, New Jersey, but I believe that God was present in what happened. I cannot guess how he was present with my father — I can guess much better how utterly abandoned by God my father must have felt if he thought about God at all — but my faith as well as my prayer is that he was and continues to be present with him in ways beyond my guessing. I can speak with some assurance only of how God was present in that dark time for me in the sense that I was not destroyed by it but came out of it with scars that I bear to this day, to be sure, but also somehow the wiser and the stronger for it. Who knows how I might have turned out if my father had lived, but through the loss of him all those long years ago I think that I learned something about how even tragedy can be a means of grace that I might never have come to any other way. As I see it, in other words, God acts in history and in your and my brief histories not as the puppeteer who sets the scene and works the strings but rather as the great director who no matter what role fate casts us in conveys to us somehow from the wings, if we have our eyes, ears, hearts open and sometimes even if we don’t, how we can play those roles in a way to enrich and ennoble and hallow the whole vast drama of things including our own small but crucial parts in it.
—Frederick Buechner, Telling Secrets (HarperOne, 2000).

##

Consolation is a beautiful word. It means “to be” (con-) “with the lonely one” (solus). To offer consolation is one of the most important ways to care. Life is so full of pain, sadness, and loneliness that we often wonder what we can do to alleviate the immense suffering we see. We can and must offer consolation. We can and must console the mother who lost her child, the young person with AIDS, the family whose house burned down, the soldier who was wounded, the teenager who contemplates suicide, the old man who wonders why he should stay alive.
To console does not mean to take away the pain but rather to be there and say, “You are not alone, I am with you. Together we can carry the burden. Don't be afraid. I am here.” That is consolation. We all need to give it as well as to receive it.
—Henri J. M. Nouwen, Bread for the Journey: A Daybook of Wisdom and Faith (HarperOne, 2006), 9.

##

Let us read once again, in this light, the story of Emmaus (cf. Lk 24:13-15). The two disciples have left Jerusalem. … They are scandalized by the failure of the Messiah in whom they had hoped and who now appeared utterly vanquished, humiliated, even after the third day (vv. 17-21). Here we must face the difficult mystery of those people who leave the Church, who, under the illusion of alternative ideas, now think that the Church — their Jerusalem — can no longer offer them anything meaningful and important. So they set off on the road alone, with their disappointment. …
We need a Church unafraid of going forth into their night. We need a Church capable of meeting them on their way. We need a Church capable of entering into their conversation. We need a Church able to dialogue with those disciples who, having left Jerusalem behind, are wandering aimlessly, alone, with their own disappointment, disillusioned by a Christianity now considered barren, fruitless soil, incapable of generating meaning. …
From this point of view, we need a Church capable of walking at people’s side, of doing more than simply listening to them; a Church which accompanies them on their journey; a Church able to make sense of the “night” contained in the flight of so many of our brothers and sisters from Jerusalem; a Church which realizes that the reasons why people leave also contain reasons why they can eventually return. But we need to know how to interpret, with courage, the larger picture. Jesus warmed the hearts of the disciples of Emmaus.
I would like all of us to ask ourselves today: are we still a Church capable of warming hearts? A Church capable of leading people back to Jerusalem? Of bringing them home?
—Pope Francis, speaking to the bishops of Brazil while in Rio de Janeiro for World Youth Day, 2013.
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2013/july/documents/papa-francesco_20130727_gmg-episcopato-brasile.html.
Retrieved August 6, 2021.

##

Rabbi David Wolpe of Los Angeles’ Sinai Temple, in a Moments of Connection video posted on April 9, 2021, points out that the Hebrew expression for synagogue, beit knesset, means “house of gathering,” not “house of prayer.”
He goes on to tell an old joke, about Schwartz and Goldberg, who walk into the synagogue one day.
“What are you doing here, Goldberg?” someone asks. “I understand why Schwartz is here. He’s religious. But Goldberg, you’re not!”
Schwartz speaks up on behalf of his friend. “Let me explain. I come here to talk to God. But Goldberg comes to talk with me.”
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EHQHtYfvbbg.
Retrieved August 6, 2021.

##

Yet as I reflect on my struggle to connect with a local church, I also have in mind a comment by Tim Brown, a Lutheran pastor in North Carolina: congregations will always fall short. “You’re going to join the wrong church, or have the wrong pastor,” he writes on his blog, “because our ideas of what makes a ‘right one’ are romantic.” Your church will one day be a place of disappointment, difficult change, and dissatisfaction. But even in the midst of these certain challenges, Brown holds up the value of congregations: they are “about loving each other into a different way of being” in the presence of God. …
I don’t think my wife and I need a church to be perfect. What we’re seeking is just enough: just enough community, just enough worshipful spirit, just enough truth. But I’m starting to realize that to find this, I need to look inward first.
After all, I know some congregations that were enough for me: the congregations of my past. I think I need to grieve them. …
If my wife and I are ever to find a new congregation, we must be open to meeting the church on its own terms. Our new church cannot and will never be the church that changed the course of her life when her pastor suggested she should visit a particular church-related college far away. It cannot and will never be the church that provided me a confirmation mentor who became a lifelong friend. It cannot and will never be the church of our past.
And frankly, the church of our future may not be as life-giving as those of our past. More likely than not, it will be in decline. It may be experimenting — badly — with ways to attract millennials. It may not have hit its budget target in years. It may struggle with mission beyond its doors. It may be somewhat uncomfortable, even painful, to visit and to join.
Yet I still have hope in the power of Christian community, even after all the difficult church visits.
—Adam J. Copeland, “I’m a ‘church leader’ who doesn’t really go to church,” Christian Century, March 18, 2019.
https://www.christiancentury.org/article/first-person/i-m-church-leader-who-doesn-t-really-go-church.
Retrieved August 6, 2021.

##

We’re familiar with the grand old biblical word, “Emmanuel.” We sing it each Advent: “O Come, O Come Emmanuel.” Often, the Hebrew word is translated “God with us” or “God is with us.”
Another way to translate it is, “God accompanies us.”
Is that not the essence of the relationship we have with Jesus Christ? He comes into the world to accompany us on our journey, as he overtook those two despairing disciples on the road to Emmaus.
We are not alone. He is with us. He accompanies us.

##

The farmers told us that it was a regular day. They had [woken] up early to work, to do their regular stuff. But just like that, members of the paramilitary killed three men of their community of La Alemania. At the beginning the farmers were confused. However, they did know one thing: they needed to flee. If they stayed, they could be killed next.
After several years of being forced to live away from their land, they again occupied what was theirs. …
Why were they displaced? Officially there was no reason for their displacement and no official reason for the killing. However, in this community with more than 500 hectares of arable land and great land for livestock, it is not difficult to deduce that big landowners want the farmers’ land resources. Multinational corporations need resources to expand. So they have hired “hitmen,” or I should say paramilitaries, to take these people off their land. Nárcido, one of the community leaders, was telling us what multinationals want to cultivate and to do in those lands: grow palm trees (for palm oil), and other exotic crops. …
Could you imagine what it means to be in your home, but to never know when you might need to leave it because someone might just come and kill you or your neighbor? Can that be called home? Nárcido has even received a death threat. Somehow, he keeps it together, and keeps working in and with the community.
We U.S. citizens, with U.S. passports and with our U.S. privilege of living in a “first world” country, came and visited this community. The U.S. has many multinational corporations who go to countries like Colombia and steal the lands of the people, using many strategies; violence is one of those. The U.S. is a country where we are more focused on ourselves than on “the others,” where we are not used to being “others” because we are the ones in power.
As U.S. representatives, what can we do? How can we accompany them, not to save them, because we are not saviors, but be with them in their struggle, knowing that at any time, as allies, we can just decide to come back to the comfort of our homes, without the fear of being kicked out? 
—Eddie Rosa-Fuentes, “Colombia Accompaniment Report: We Still Live in Fear,” Presbyterian Peace Fellowship website, February 20, 2018.
https://www.presbypeacefellowship.org/accompanier-reports/colombia-accompanier-report-we-still-live-in-fear/.
Retrieved August 6, 2021.
[Volunteers in the Colombia Accompaniment Program of the Presbyterian Peace Fellowship sign up as short-term mission workers, simply to spend time with Colombians whose lives are at risk as a result of the long civil war that continues to afflict that nation.]

##

COMMENTARY 
Isaiah 43:1-7
Isaiah 43:1-7 is an oracle of redemption, one of the finest examples of classical Hebrew poetry and one of the best-known and best-loved prophetic utterances. In its theological compass, it combines, in a brief scope, a sweeping panorama of both time and space. Redemption for Israel involves Israel’s past, present and future, and not Israel alone. Salvation is a matter of cosmic dimensions.
The text is cast in classical prophetic mode, using a style and language that had its roots in the earliest days of Israelite prophecy and poetry. The passage is composed of six synonymously parallel cola (vv. 1b, 2, 3, 4c-d, 5b-c, 6), introduced by a rubric (v. 1a), and interspersed with extra parallel cola (vv. 1c-d, 4a-b, 5a, 7).
The opening formula — “thus says the LORD” — is found more than 400 times in the OT and is the hallmark of the utterance of the prophet, the member of Israelite society who spoke on behalf of Israel’s God. The first word of the verse, “but,” is implied by context; it is not found in the original text. Israel’s unresponsiveness to God’s leading, described as blindness and deafness in 42:18-25, is juxtaposed to the acts of God’s gracious protection in 43:1-7. Four verbs in this opening verse — “created,” “formed,” “redeemed” and “called” — coming in rapid succession, compress a wealth of theological insight and religious sentiment into a few lines, setting the pace and tone for the rich oracle that follows.
The parallelism of “Jacob … Israel” in verse 1b is a standard biblical designation for the entire people of Israel, stretching back to the earliest examples of Hebrew poetry (e.g., Genesis 49:7). Although the historical Hebrews lived for a time as the kingdoms of Israel and Judah, the ancient patronymic designation “Jacob” never completely died out as a name for the Israelites; in its form “house of Jacob,” it was a particular favorite of Isaiah, occurring more times in that book than in any other. It is fitting that an oracle in ancient poetic style and composed of the primordial theme of creation and the identity-shaping theme of exodus should employ this archaic designation in its opening verse.
Like “house of Jacob,” the verb “created” in verse 1b is a favorite term of the author, who uses the Hebrew verb bara' more than any other writer in the OT (e.g., 40:26, 28; 41:20; 42:5; 45:7, 8, 12, 18, etc.). The verb occurs again in verse 7, where it forms an inclusio with this occurrence, providing the main theme for this passage: Israel’s redemption as a new creation.
“Formed” (v. 1b) is a Hebrew verb that is most often used in its mechanistic sense, and usually designates the activity of a potter or carver (e.g., Isaiah 29:16, 30:14, 41:25; Jeremiah 18:4, 6, etc.). Occasionally, the subject is God (as in the forming of the first humans and animals in Genesis 2:7, 8), and when the object is Israel as a people, this use of the verb is restricted to the book of Isaiah (27:11; 43:1, 21; 44:2, 24; 45:9, 11; 64:7).
Redemption is a topic that, for obvious reasons, has been the subject of an enormous literature in studies of both testaments. In the OT, the verb translated “to redeem” has both a mundane and a supramundane usage, depending on the subject of the verb. God’s redemption of Israel occurs most frequently in the context of Egyptian bondage and Babylonian exile, and in the book of Isaiah, the verb occurs chiefly in Second and Third Isaiah (e.g., 44:22, 23; 48:20; 52:9; 63:9 — it does not occur at all in chapters 1-39).
Redemption denotes God’s salvific activity for Israel based on the relationship that exists between them. Israel is God’s chosen (1 Kings 3:8), God’s firstborn son (Exodus 4:22), God’s beloved (Isaiah 5:1), God’s treasured possession (Deuteronomy 7:6). It is out of this supramundane reality that God acts on Israel’s behalf (and not, pace some writers on this subject, because of a “blood relationship,” which did not exist between Israel and its God and would have been considered an abominable idea to the writers of the OT). God’s gracious acts toward Israel in the past form the basis of the assurance Israel may take in God’s continuing to act in Israel’s future.
The use of “waters” and “fire” (v. 2) to denote threats to Israel’s life are generalized terms intended to recall Israel’s preeminent liberation, the exodus (Exodus 14-15), when waters and fire shaped Israel’s understanding of God’s care and activity in history. The mention of Egypt in verse 3 reinforces the echo of the exodus, as does the theologically complex statement that other nations have been given in exchange for Israel’s life (v. 4). Although there is no account in the Hebrew Bible of God’s handing over other nations to perdition in exchange for Israel (analogous, for example, to God’s surrendering of Job to Satan), it is likely that Isaiah is referring to Egypt’s hardheartedness as resulting in that nation’s suffering under the plagues of the exodus.
The geographical sweep of verses 5-6, where all the points of the compass are mentioned, casts in spatial terms the comprehensive nature of God’s saving activity that has been recalled in temporal terms in the preceding verses. Israel’s redemption encompasses those in every time and every place who have responded in faith to the gracious summons of Israel’s God — “everyone who is called by my name” (v. 7). The last verse of the oracle contains three of the four verbs used in the oracle’s opening verse (called, created, formed), summarizing and concluding this great and vast proclamation of redemption.

CHILDREN’S SERMON 
Isaiah 43:1-7
Begin your time together by telling the children about a friend who is afraid of heights or afraid of the water. Ask the children to share something they are afraid of. If time permits, start with the sentence: “Something I am afraid of is …” Start by filling in the blank yourself, and then go around the group. If a child hesitates, just skip that child and say they can add something later. When you have finished, ask the children to finish this sentence: “When I am afraid, I …” Again, start with yourself and fill in the blank with an example such as, “I have butterflies in my stomach.” When you have enough answers or have gone completely around the group, show them a string of “worry beads” and see if anyone knows what they are. Then show them a “worry doll,” and again, see if they know what this is called. Ask, “Why do you think someone would have a worry doll? What is it for?” Agree that it is to make us feel better when we worry. We take out the doll and make believe it contains all of our worries, so we don’t have to worry anymore. What do we, as church people, do with our worries? We give them to God because the Lord said: “Do not fear, for I am with you” (v. 5a). Dismiss the children by giving each child a piece of paper with this text on it to put in their pockets.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General 
Leader: Divine Spirit, come upon us this day.
People: Come upon us as you came to Jesus at his baptism.
Leader: Heal our brokenness and our desire for warring and fighting.
People: May we feast in the gift of your amazing love.
All: Help us to be thankful for our own baptism and wash us fully in your forgiving presence.

Prayers — General 
Compassionate and loving God, you are our Shepherd and Lover. In your gentle care, we have all that we need. When we are weary, you bring restfulness to our bodies. When we are thirsty, you nourish us with abundance. When our spirits are weak and troubled, your Spirit refreshes our hearts. You guide us on our journey, great and wondrous God, so that we will walk with strength and purpose. If we walk through the deepest valleys of trouble, disease or sorrow, we are not afraid, for you are right there beside us. Even in the presence of hatred and violence, your peace-filled love takes away the hatred and births beloved community. O God, you are simply amazing.
Your strength and your awesome presence, your love and your grace always comfort us. Surely your goodness and your peace will be with us all of our days, and we will live in your eternal home forever and ever. For all this and so very much more, awesome God, we say thank you. In the name of Jesus, we pray. Amen.

Benedictions — General 
May God’s spirit always journey with us. May God’s spirit lift our burdens and give comfort in all our troubles. May God’s spirit be our companion and trailblazer as we move out into the world as followers of Jesus Christ. May the world know we are the disciples of Jesus, living in the world, creating the world fresh and new. Amen.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
When Jesus Came to Jordan
Nearer, My God, to Thee
How Firm a Foundation

Worship and Praise*
Holy Water (We the Kingdom)
Church Take Me Back (Cochren, Fowler, Kuiper)
God I Look to You (Bethel Music)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Baptism of the Lord: First Sunday After the Epiphany, Cycle C
Isaiah 43:1-7
Psalm 29
Acts 8:14-17
Luke 3:15-17, 21-22
