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There was a new baby born in our family this week to Nick’s cousin which means that 

we naturally spent the week discussing his name: John Grayson.  John after his father and 

grandfather.  Grayson because his parents like the name.  People have a lot of opinions about 

names.  Discussion about John Grayson quickly devolved into a conversation among the 

educators in my family about the names never to name your children because every child named 

_____ is always crazy or a trouble-maker.  With the websites of possible baby names and the 

lists of the most popular – and least popular names – we take naming very seriously.  And then 

later in life, we seriously hold our parents accountable for the name they chose for us.  One of 

my many friends named Jeni used to shake her head every time the song 27 Jennifers came on 

the radio, wishing her name was more unique.  The song goes, “I went to school with 27 

Jennifers: 16 Jenns, 10 Jennies, and then there was her.”  Then there are those who shake their 

heads every time they have to spell their name at Starbucks because their name is so unique.  

Let’s be honest: it’s hard for a parent to get it right.  At the same time, “in the United States, we 

have all but forgotten the concept of naming children symbolically, expressing hope and faith for 

their future through their names.”  Another pastor, David Zersen, tells a different cultural story.  

“I had an opportunity recently,” he writes, “to visit with a young Ghanaian girl named Peace, in 

her mid-twenties, a member of the Ewe tribe. She told me that her people choose Biblical names 

to be given at Baptism, typically names like Love, Hope, Patience, etc. Sometimes, she said, if 

parents can’t agree, or if grandparents want some role, the child may have several names. In her 

own experience, she remembered times when her father would say to a sibling who was acting 

out, ‘your mother and I chose that name for you, and you need to be giving thought to how you 

will fulfill its meaning.’ Names in the Ewe culture still have this Biblical sense of symbolizing a 

destiny which God seeks to fulfill in you.”1 

Sometimes American parents still choose names with this kind of symbolic weight, but 

not as often as in other cultures.  But, that doesn’t mean we don’t imbue meaning, that we don’t 

still give our kids names with weight – for better and for worse.  I heard the story of a pastor’s 

retreat where everyone was given the homework for the last day to bring a scripture passage they 

can’t live without, the piece of scripture they belong to, the passage that really speaks to them, 

that names them.  The group set up a circle with one chair in the middle, and one-by-one the 

participants were invited to share the way the word of God uttered their being, to pronounce their 

name as they found it in scripture.  Everything was going really well for a while, people were 

telling powerful stories when a young man took his turn in the chair.  He sat there quietly for so 

long that people started to get uncomfortable.  Finally, the retreat leader asked if he would like to 

share anything.  Without looking at anyone, only looking at his hands, the man said: “I’ve been 

looking for three days for a name for me in scripture.  I really want one, but none of the names 

I’ve found are strong enough to replace the name I already have, the name my dad gave me when 

I was really young.  My name,” he said, “is not good enough.”  And then he started weeping.  

People said he looked like he was drowning, and, they said, here we were this whole room of 
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lifeguards, and none of us knew what to do.  After a pause and without talking, the group stood 

and put their hands on the young man, and one of them spoke the words from Jesus’ baptism: 

“You are my son, my beloved.  With you, I am well-pleased.”  They paused again and then all 

sat down.  Later, the retreat leader saw the young man in the parking lot packing to go home, and 

she asked him whether he thought it would make a difference.  “I  don’t know,” he said.  “But 

every time I put my hand in the water to name another life in front of God, I’ll remember who I 

am.”2   

At the heart of it, that’s what baptism is about: it’s about knowing our true name, it’s 

about identity, about moving from that old identity given to us by others to our true identity 

given to us by God.  Others have noted that “in an era when so many of the traditional elements 

of identity-construction have been diminished – we change jobs and careers with frequency, 

most of us have multiple residences rather than growing up and living in a single community, 

fewer families remain intact – there is a craving to figure out just who we are. In response to this 

craving and need, baptism reminds us that we discover who we are in relation to whose we are, 

God’s beloved children. We belong to God’s family, and baptism is a tangible sign of that.”3 

That’s why, in part, we baptize babies: so it’s clear from the beginning whose we are.  

And so it’s clear that it’s not about earning anything.  God’s love and grace are not dependent on 

anything we do.  Either the Church hasn’t been very good about saying this, or it’s really 

difficult to believe because survey after survey shows that most people believe that they have to 

“do something” to earn God’s love.  Please, please hear this: the question baptism answers is not 

whether God loves us, but it is instead whether we know that God loves us.   

That’s what we remember today as we reaffirm our baptismal vows, and we remember 

our baptisms, not in the way we remember the milk at the grocery store or how we remember log 

our steps in the New Year.  It’s the kind of remembering we mean when we bake mom’s 

zucchini bread recipe and remember sitting at the table with her after school, eating the bread 

warm with butter melting on top, being nourished by so much more than the bread.  It’s the kind 

of remembering we mean when we fix the valve in a running toilet and remember not just the 

steps to complete the chore, but the feeling of being squished in next to dad in the snug bathroom 

with the shaggy bathmat as he taught us a life-skill that would come in handy more often than we 

want.   

I asked one of our members to remember her baptism in that kind of way.  Janneke 

Twombly will be moving to Idaho soon to be near her son, and for a time we thought we would 

say goodbye to her this morning.  Thanks to construction delays, we have another month with 

Janneke who I know many of you know is a woman of deep faith and prayer.  You may not 

know how fascinating her life has been.  Her accent gives away that she was born in the 

Netherlands, but when she was in her 20s, her first husband was moved to Nigeria for his work 

as a purser, loading and unloading ships.  There in Nigeria, Janneke had the first of her three 

kids, laboring in a hospital where chickens ran in and out of the open doors.  Since Nigeria was 

still an English territory when she lived there, many in the English army brought their hobby of 

polo playing with them, and it’s where her husband first discovered his love of polo.  So, when 

their time in Nigeria was complete, the family moved to a large farm in British Columbia near 

the US border where they could raise horses and the hay and oats to feed them.  All of the horses 

that weren’t suited to polo became Janneke’s pets, especially Barbie the white mare.   
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It wasn’t long after moving to the farm that Janneke’s new neighbor came by with 

flowers to say hello.  The women sat on the porch, getting to know each other.  The neighbor 

said, “The Lord has blessed us with three wonderful sons.”  And later, “The Lord has blessed us 

with so much sunshine.”  “Oh dear,” thought Janneke, “what a strange way to speak.”  But her 

curiosity got the best of her when the same neighbor invited her to a Bible study the following 

week.  In the end, Janneke didn’t go, though, because her husband blocked the door saying, “I 

don’t want you to have anything to do with religion.”  The following week, Janneke told him, 

“I’m going to the Bible study no matter what,” and he acquiesced.  At the end of the first study, 

Janneke’s neighbor gave her a Bible and encouraged her to start reading the gospel of John.  It 

was in that reading that Janneke first encountered the story of Nicodemus who snuck out to visit 

Jesus at night and who Jesus tells he has to be born again, he has to be born of the Spirit.  “I want 

to be born of the Spirit,” Janneke thought as she dropped to her knees right there in the kitchen 

and prayed.  Not long later, a 36-year-old Janneke was dunked in a big tub of lukewarm water at 

the Evangelical Free Church where she had been attending Bible Study.   

Over the season after her baptism, as Janneke returned home to the criticisms of her first 

husband who routinely put her down and called her “stupid” and said things were her fault, she 

realized that the lump that had lived in her throat for so long was gone.  One day she told him, “I 

am a Christian.  You can insult me, but it doesn’t hurt me anymore.”  And it was true.  Her faith 

had freed her from believing his assessment of her.  She had a new identity in Christ, “as God’s 

beloved, with whom God is well-pleased.”  May you know it to be so for you too.  Amen. 


