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 Don Hurst.  Most of you who Don Hurst is, but some of you don’t.  Don Hurst 

is a retired United Methodist pastor who used to be the Associate Pastor here a few 

years ago.  Don is a unique individual – I think that’s safe to say, right?  One of the 

things Don loves to do is tell stories.  We used to sit in staff meetings and Don 

would say, “I need to tell a quick story,” and fifteen minutes later, he’d still be at it. 

 Don loves to tell stories – so much so, that he wrote a book filled with his 

stories, that I know many of you have read.  But today, I want to tell you my 

favorite Don Hurst story.  It’s one that I heard him tell a long time ago and I will 

never forget it. 

 He told it at a district clergy meeting.  He was talking about how clergy tend 

to decorate their offices – that many of them hang their framed diplomas and 

framed ordination papers on the walls.  And, he quickly added, that’s okay – but 

Don said, the only framed thing he hung on his office walls, ever, was his baptismal 

certificate.  Because that was the one that mattered the most – all the rest is just 

window dressing. 

 Like I said, I remembered that moment exactly – it made a deep impression 

on me.  I think it was early in my ministry, back when all of my contemporaries and 

I were just starting out and we were quite impressed with our diplomas and 

ordination papers, and put great stock in them.  And indeed, they are all important, 

but Don is right – nothing matters more than our baptism. 

 Let me explain, by taking us back to this morning’s Gospel lesson – Jesus’ 

own baptism.  John is baptizing people in the Jordan River, and Jesus comes along 

and tells John that, he too, would like to be baptized.  And so, down into the river he 

went, and under the water he went, and when he came up, the heavens opened up, 

and the Spirit descended like a dove, and he heard the voice of His Heavenly Father 

say, “You are my beloved, in you I am well pleased.” 

 Over the centuries, there have been many arguments as to why Jesus was 

baptized, did he need to be baptized, and so on – but no one argues about the fact 

that it was an incredible moment in his life – a moment that would carry him 

through the rest of his life. 
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 For in that moment, God spoke to him and poured out his love and 

affirmation upon him.  “You are my beloved . . . you are my beloved.  With you I am 

well pleased.”  And the Spirit descended upon him, and would remain with him the 

rest of his life.  It was an incredible moment in his life, and friends, it was an 

incredible moment in all of our lives – the moment of our baptism. 

 Because in our baptisms, God said the same thing to us.  Oh, we may not 

have audibly heard God speak, but in the waters of baptism, we heard nonetheless 

“You are my beloved.  With you I am well pleased.”   

 We don’t hear that too often in our lives, do we?  We sure don’t hear that in 

our world!  We live in a world that asks us to prove our worth, or as the great writer 

Henri Nouwen once said, “a world filled with voices that shout ‘you are no good, you 

are worthless, you are despicable, you are nobody – unless you can demonstrate the 

opposite.”  (Henri Nouwen, Life of the Beloved, p 26) 

 He’s right, and oh, how we yearn to be valued.  We want to know that we 

matter.  Pastor David Lose says that we live these days in a culture that is obsessed 

with affirmation.  He writes, “Facebook gives us the chance to ‘like’ movies or books 

or posts and to have things we write or post ‘liked’ by our friends in return.  Twitter, 

Tumblr, and Instagram invite us to collect thousands of ‘followers,’ ‘fans,’ or ‘friends’ 

. . . Sports programs routinely reward kids just for showing up with medals ‘for 

participation.’ Ads are increasingly personalized, targeting our personal tastes and 

creating the impression that we are the most important customer in the world.  And 

so on.”   

 And, he continues, “One of the reasons I think digital platforms, and social 

media in particular, are powerful is precisely because they creatively offer 

affirmation in plentiful doses. Deep down, of course, we know that this kind of 

affirmation doesn’t mean all that much.  Or at least shouldn’t.  Many of the folks we 

encounter via the web, after all, don’t really know us and we don’t know them, so 

how can their ‘likes’ or ‘hearts’ create any enduring sense of value or worth?  And 

yet it’s hard not to wonder what was wrong with the picture we posted to Instagram 

if only twenty people liked it when another picture garnered two hundred nods?”  

(On-line, “Baptism and Blessing,” David Lose) 

 Oh man, he is so right!  We crave affirmation, we want to be valued, we want 

to know we matter.  Which is why we need to go back to our baptisms, and 

remember that it’s not something we have to fight for – we already have it!  We are 

God’s beloved, with us he is well pleased. 

 It’s hard to convey with words just how powerful that is.  So let me give you 

an image.  One man talked about the feeling he had when he walked in his house 

one night, weary after a long and difficult day at work, and running down the hall 
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toward him was his little girl, freshly scrubbed from her bath, ready to fling herself 

into his arms.  And he thought to himself, “This is my beloved child, in whom I find 

delight.”  Those of you who have children know that feeling, and you know there’s 

nothing better than that kind of love – overwhelming, unconditional, “feeling like 

your heart will burst” kind of love. 

 That’s the kind of love God has for you, it’s the kind of love we know in our 

baptism, it’s the kind of love Jesus knew at his baptism. 

 And it was the kind of love he then lived out in his life.  Search the gospels 

and you will see over and over again Jesus showing people that kind of 

overwhelming, unconditional, “feeling like your heart will burst” kind of love.  

Think of Zaccheus, that tax collector hiding up a tree to catch a glimpse of Jesus 

walking by.  He knew that the people in his village hated him and thought he was a 

cheat, which in many ways, he was.  Yet Jesus thought him worthy of stopping, and 

he called him down and let him know he was a valued and beloved child of God – 

and it changed Zacchaeus’ life. 

 Or think of Martha in that famous scene where she was working herself silly 

trying to get dinner ready for Jesus while her sister Mary just sat at his feet doing 

nothing, but listening to him.  Martha put such pressure on herself to be the best 

and do the best and provide the best – and Jesus, with love, invited her to sit down, 

invited her, in essence, to know that she was a valued and beloved child of God, not 

because she was the best hostess, but just because God loved her through and 

through with an overwhelming, unconditional, “feeling like your heart will burst” 

kind of love. 

 Or how about the children that the disciples and others were trying to push 

out of Jesus’ way – how Jesus rebuked those people, and drew the children to 

himself, and let them know in a most wonderful, touching way that they were 

beloved. 

 I could go on and on.  The love that Jesus felt in that moment of his baptism 

infused his very being, and he shared that same love freely and fully throughout his 

life and ministry. 

 And that love poured out upon Jesus by God at his baptism did something 

else as well.  Through the power of the Holy Spirit, it sustained him every moment 

of his life, and oh, how he would need it.  Why, practically right after he came up 

out of the waters of the Jordan, Jesus was off to the wilderness for forty days and 

forty nights, and there fought a tremendous battle with the devil!  The devil 

tempted him in all sorts of ways – ways that would have made Jesus’ journey far 

more easy, by the way – but, with the Spirit’s presence and power, Jesus stared 

down the devil and won. 
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 Over and over again, in times of temptation, struggle and pain, it was the 

love of God present through God’s Spirit that carried Jesus.  There was nothing he 

could not face, because God was always there, cradling this his beloved child. 

 And friends, the Good News of the Gospel, is that the very same thing is true 

for us.  The love poured on us at our baptism, the love that continues to be poured 

upon us through the power of God’s Spirit, carries us through everything life brings 

– even pain, even struggle. 

 I read a powerful witness to that truth this week as I prepared this sermon.  

One day a pastor was working at a downtown city mission on skid row.  One of the 

requirements for people staying at that mission was that they had to attend the 

worship services this pastor provided.  Well, this pastor fancied himself a great 

orator and he had memorized Rudyard Kipling’s epic poem “If.”  And so with great 

gusto, he recited the poem. 

 “If you men can keep your heads when all about you are losing theirs and 

blaming it on you . . If you can trust yourself when all men doubt you, and make 

allowances for their doubting too . . . If you men can wait and not be tired of waiting 

. . or being lied about and not deal in lies . . . “ and on and on he went until he 

reached the end of the poem.  It is a moving poem, and by the end of his recitation, 

the pastor was moved as well, and so were the men there.  For just a few moments, 

there was utter silence, and then a voice from the back of the room quietly said, 

“But what if I can’t?”  (On-line, “Baptism?  What Do We Teach? Sermons from 

Seattle, Edward Markquart) 

 What if we can’t?  What if we feel like we can’t take it, we can’t do what we’re 

supposed to do?  What if we feel like life is getting to be too much sometimes?  Then 

it is, that, most of all, we need to remember the words of our baptism – “You are my 

beloved” – and remember that the One who spoke them speaks them still and never 

leaves us alone. 

 The great Protestant reformer, Martin Luther, is known to have, when times 

got really tough in his life, touch his forehead and say to himself, “Martin, relax, 

remember you are baptized.” 

 You know what?  Don Hurst is right – there are no credentials in the world as 

important than the fact that in baptism we are God’s beloved children – loved 

unconditionally, overwhelmingly, with a “feel like my heart’s going to burst” kind of 

love – a love that affirms us, carries us and never lets us go.  We don’t have to go 

around trying to prove our worth, or looking for acceptance and affirmation from 

anybody else, because we are God’s beloved children.   

 So let me close today with the words of Robert Elder, who writes:  “Jesus was 

baptized one bright day.  I can hardly think that he ever again walked by the banks 
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of the Jordan River – or any river – without thinking about that day when the skies 

opened and he heard the voice of God declaring his love and confidence.  Today, if 

you pass by the baptismal font, think on its water and remember that Jesus was 

chosen by God and baptized – and so are you; that God has chosen you, that his 

very word to and about you was once spoken over you ‘in the name of the Father 

and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.’ You will never be the same again.  You 

count.” (On-line, “I Went Down to the River to Pray,” Robert Elder) 

 And so you do. 

      Amen and Amen. 

   


