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Sermon:		“Give	yourself	to	this”	
Kristy	Farber	
	
Luke	3:15-17,	21-22	
Psalm	150	
 
 

 
 
While traveling through Kenya,  
 Barbara Brown Taylor found herself in a small,  
 tin-roofed church right near the Ugandan border.   
 
  There was no glass in the cinderblock windows  
   so bees kept flying in and out with  
   their loud buzzing  
   while chickens clucked and pecked for seeds outside. 
 
The whole congregation sat cross-legged on the swept dirt floor,  
 nursing children and swatting flies.   
 
 In front was the Communion Table,  
  a battered kitchen table adorned with  
   wild flowers in old shortening cans and  
   two precious beeswax candles.   
    A cat slept underneath,  
    oblivious to the crowd. 
 
Taylor just happened to be there on the day of a baptism.   
 She writes,  
 “while everything was strange to me  
 it was also familiar,  
 because I knew the pattern.   
 
 First the vicar led the congregation in songs and prayers.   
 Then he invited the mothers to bring their children forward.   
  One by one they knelt in front of him as  
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  he took a baby in his arms,  
  named the child,  
  and dipped his hand into the large enamel soup pot that was   
 the baptismal font.   
 
   Then he doused the child three times,  
   making the sign of the cross on its forehead as the    
  waters of baptism soaked into the brown dirt below.   
 
I did not understand a word of the service,  
but I understood perfectly what we were doing that morning.   
I had learned it halfway around the world in another language,  
including the part that beings with, “We believe in on God…”i 
 
 
*   *   *   * 
 
Now take that scene on one hand, 
And the spectacle of the annual Christmas show 
                           at New York's Radio City Music Hall on the other. 
 
After presentations of  "A Christmas Carol" 
                                                    and "The Nutcracker"-- 
                     --it moves to a re-creation of the nativity itself. 
 
With the unlimited resources of Broadway at their disposal 
 the producers are not reluctant to attempt 
                           to give the audience a taste of the real thing. 
 
These shepherds are professional actors in authentic garb. 
 
REAL sheep and camels make their way to center stage, 
                           where a headturning Joseph 
                           and a breathtakingly beautiful Mary 
                                    cuddled a live,  
    irresistibly precious, baby Jesus. 
 
A hundred decibels of Handel's "Hallelujah Chorus" fill the theater. 
 
                  The place jumps with light and movement, 
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                           and the audience scarcely knows where to look. 
 
It’s a massive spectacle--which lacks only one thing. 
                                                           
    It lacks...the glory of the Lord.ii   
 
 
 *   *   *   * 
 
 
Why are you here? 
Why are you here today? 
 
 We could have as many answers to that question as  
  We have people sitting in this room 
   
 
Psalm 150 is a call to worship. 
It is an incredibly repetitive, simple Psalm 
 that highlights the delightful pointlessness to our worship. 
 
Walter Brueggeman writes, "Psalm 150 is the extreme case of inutility.  
 It asks nothing.  
 Indeed it almost claims nothing.  
 It nearly says nothing."iii 
 
There are no promises made in this text. 
No mention of hope for the future. 
Psalm 150 has no moral,  
 no great teaching. 
 
  
 It praises God. 
 
 
 
 
 
In our Confirmation class a few years ago we did an activity to practice some of 
the different types of prayer – praise, confession, thanksgiving, supplication… 
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I had a bag of Starbursts candy in the class and  
 had everyone reach in the bag and grab a dozen or so candies. 
  For every red starburst,   
   We were to give a word or sentence of praise to God.    

   For every orange, a confession,  
   for every yellow, a prayer of thanksgiving,  
   and every pink, a prayer asking for something.  

 
 By far the hardest prayers for everyone were the prayers of praise.   

There were giggles.  
There were long silences.   

 
And I don’t think that is because they were teenagers.  
I think praise can feel awkward for any of us.   
For most of us, it isn’t where we spend our time talking to God.   
We tend to ask God for things.  
For help, for healing, for patience, for good test results or clarification or some 
kind of sign.  
 Or tell God about things – our frustrations, our hopes, our fears. 
Praise…it’s a very odd use of time. 
 
 
Whether you know it or not, 
Coming to worship today is a HUGE choice that you made in your life. 
  And I don’t mean coming here,  
  to Grace Covenant, specifically, 
   I mean coming to worship God with God’s people. 
   Anywhere.   
 
    
  Maybe it feels normal for you.   
  For some of you, you think of worship as  
   what you do on Sundays. 
    
   For others, this was a big step.  
    A new place, unknown people  
    and yet you felt something drawing you here. 
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What I know for certain is that coming to worship God in community is a 
crucial choice you make each week. 
  
 
 
  Sometimes it’s easy to miss.   
  Sometimes we get out of the habit.  
   Sometimes there are other things going on that  
    are more appealing  
    or have instant gratification. 
 
But we are people created to worship our God who  
 created us and loves us. 
 
 
 *   *   *   * 
 
 
From an outside perspective,  
 what we do here every Sunday morning is strange. 
  And it’s even strange for some of us sitting here. 
  It is for me sometimes. 
  
 We take some of the most precious time of the week… 
  time that seems perfect for sleeping in 
   or being outside 
   for getting a few errands done when  
   nobody else is on the road… 
     
  
 We take that valuable time and  
  we come to a building  
   with lots of other people,  
   most of whom we know nothing about,  
    and some who we would never otherwise  
    spend time with  
 In order to  
  sing songs together 
  and pray prayers that someone wrote for us. 
  To say aloud that we are not perfect and  
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   even name ways that we have messed up this week 
  To shake hands and say peace to this strange group of people.  
 To listen to someone read and reflect for approximately 18 minutes   
 without an opportunity to interrupt or ask questions. 
 To eat a meal that we call a banquet but would barely pass for a  
 snack to any outsider to remind us of God’s promises to sustain us   
 until Jesus comes again 
  And to use ordinary water to remind us that  
  we are God’s beloved people. 
  
 
 
 *   *   *   * 
 
German	Reformer	Martin	Luther	

struggled	much	of	his	life	with	a	sense	of	despair	and	unworthiness.			
In	some	of	his	darkest	days,	he	described	feeling	the	presence	of	the	devil	
trying	to	get	him	to	doubt	God’s	grace.		
	

To	help	him	in	these	moments,		
Luther	kept	an	inscription	over	his	desk	that	read,		

"Remember,	you	are	baptized."			
He	would	often	touch	his	forehead	and	remind	himself,		

"Martin,	you	are	baptized."		
	
On	occasion,	when	he	was	in	a	really	low	place,		

he	would	grab	something	nearby,	like	an	inkpot	from	his	writing	desk,	
and	throw	it	at	the	place	in	the	room	where	he	felt	the	devil’s	presence,	
yelling,		

“I	am	baptized!”iv	
	
The	beauty	in	this	story	comes	in	the	specific	words	Luther	used.			
He	wasn’t	remembering	an	event	from	his	past.			

He	didn’t	remind	himself,	“I	was	baptized.”		
He	was	remembering	an	identity	that	was	central	to	his	whole	being	–	“I	
am	baptized”.	
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 *   *   *   * 
 
In worship today we are remembering our identities as God’s Beloved children as 
we celebrate our baptismal promises. 
 And we are remembering God’s promises to sustain us and  
  give us hope as we come together to the Lord’s Table. 
 
 
Worship at its best drills down to the core of  
 God’s enduring promises for us. 
 
 
 We gather to remind each other what God has promised. 
  We can pray and lament because we remember that    
 God is loving  
   and just  
   and full of grace. 
 
   We can’t do this alone.  
 
   We can’t remember these promises alone. 
    
   We have to do that together,  
    as a community of God’s people 
 
 
We worship because it is in worship,  
 and all the elements of worship,  
 that we receive our identity – the only identity that really matters. 
 
   We are God’s beloved children. 
  It’s the identity that we often forget. 
  The identity that we need to be reminded of all the time. 
 
 
*   *   *   * 
 
Craig Barnes tells the story of Sharon, a woman he knows from church. 
 Late on a Friday afternoon, Sharon left her office,  
  delighted that she was finally done with work.  
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Driving home, Sharon’s joyful planning of her weekend was interrupted 
  as she remembered she had to get up at six am the next day to  
 drive her daughter to a gymnastic meet.  
 
  She figured while she waited around,  
  she could maximize her time  
   and buy a dress for her husband’s company party  
   on Saturday night.  
 
A few miles further down the road,  
 Sharon wondered if, between the gymnastic meet and  
  the company party 
  She might be able to grab a visit with her mother at the    
 retirement community.   
   Her personal time is already shot, she might as well. 
 
 Then her mind turned to Sunday and what she needed 
   to plan for Sunday morning’s middle school class. 
 
   Her mind kept drifting.  
  
   Oooh…Sunday afternoon. 
    Sunday afternoon is free! 
     If she put off thePTA phone calls 
     and let the yard go another week. 
 
  Sharon didn’t even get home on Friday  
   and all of a sudden it was Monday morning and  
   she was back in her office with a stack of  
   legal briefs to read. 
 
Sharon was frustrated. 
 
Mostly, Sharon wasn’t annoyed at what she had to do but rather  
 exhausted by the variety of roles she needed to play over  
 such a short period of time:  
  provider, encourager,  
   taxi driver, partner, companion,  
    producer, volunteer,  
    daughter, mother, wife. 
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Sharon is not exceptional. 
She could be a college student, 
 a stay at home parent, 
  a retiree, a teacher, a business person. 
  Her story can be any of our story. 
 
And often our problem is not how much we have to get done.  
The challenge is that we have to keep changing identities  
as fast as we change clothes.  
 You cannot be the same person at home that  
 you are expected to be at work.  
 
  You cannot be the same person you are as a parent  
  as you are when you are just out with your friends.  
 
Sometimes you are expected to be encouraging and empathetic.  
 At other times you are supposed to be hard- hitting and  competitive, 
maybe even intimidating.  
  All of us have a hard time understanding our basic identity.v  
   
 *   *   *   * 
 
Baptism, communion, prayer… our time in worship shatters the notion  
that our identity is ours to control or that identity is something that other people put 
upon us. 
 

God shatters all of our of those identities – 
and gives us one: Beloved Child of God. 

 
It’s why today, in worship, we remember our baptism by touching water after we 
take the bread of life and the receive the cup of salvation. 
 
Brueggemann calls these two sacraments the great festivals of obedience. 
 
We submit ourselves to them  
 and then we are formed and reformed by them,  
  finding our lives fitting together in a way they would not   
 otherwise. 
We are obeying our God given identity. 



 10 

And when we obey, our behavior, our life, our worship – it all changes. 
 
Psalm 150 calls us to remember that we are created to worship God. 
 
 
Will Willimon said that if someone asked a Christian,  
 “What’s the purpose of your worship?   
 Why do you gather on Sunday and sing songs,  
  dress up, kneel,  
  march in processions,  
   clap your hands,  
   shed tears, speak, eat, and listen?”  
   we could only say,  
   “Because we are in love.”   
The most serious, most delightful business of Christians,  
when you get down to it, is  
‘to glorify God and to enjoy God forever.’  
The most serious, most delightful business of Christians is to worship.vi 
 
 
 
 
 There is an urgency to our worship. 
  An importance. 
  It’s not the only thing we are to spend our time doing 
  We don’t need to live in this sanctuary day in and day out. 
 
To worship God means, literally, to serve God. 
The Hebrew word for worship is same as the word for work. 
 
  But here…this is a place where things come together. 
  Where things make sense. 
   Not necessarily because the sermon is good 
    Or the music was great 
    Or the people were welcoming. 
    It’s bigger than all that. 
   This is where life makes sense because we act out our   
  love for God in praise. 
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You don’t need to be here at Grace Covenant on Sunday mornings –  
 or any other church for that matter –  
 because the church needs you. 
You need to be in worship because  
 you were created to be here.   
 
   Show up to worship. 
 
     Next week, the next week, 
     Next month, 
      On Ash Wednesday    
      and Maundy Thursday.  
 
 Show up on Sundays next year, 
And once your kids graduate from high school 
And when you take a break from singing in the choir    
And when you are burnt out from serving on Session 
And when some pastor says something too political  
 or too passive 
And after some church member forgets your name for the 8th time. 
Give yourself to over to praising God, 
 When you feel exhausted and apathetic 
 And give yourself over to praising God when  
  you are full of energy and passion 
 
Give yourself to this. 
Because it’s where you need to be. 
 
    It may seem innocuous at times,  
    but in reality, worshipping God  
    is a matter of life and death.  
    
Praise the Lord! 
Praise God in his sanctuary 
Praise God for his mighty deeds and surpassing greatness. 
 Take everything you have,  
 everything you are,  
 everything you are created to be,  
  every breath you take, 
    and give all your praise to God. 
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i Barbara Brown Taylor,The Preaching Life, 65 
ii This is a Tom Long story that I heard years ago retold by Mark Ramsey in 2010 
iii Feasting on the Word: Preaching the Revised Common Lectionary - Feasting on the Word – Year C, Volume 2: 
Lent through Eastertide. 
iv These stories about Martin Luther are told in many places, but this one is a reference to two different sermons: 
Joanna Adams, “God Believes in You,” January 2010, and Nadia Bolz Weber, “Sermon on Baptism and the Devil,” 
January 2013. 
v Based on a story told by Craig Barnes in a sermon, “Who are you?” told on September 30, 2012 at Shadyside 
Presbyterian Church 
vi Will Willimon, The Best of Will Willimon: Acting Up in Jesus’ Name,134 


