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Sermon for January 13, 2019   

Beloved 

Luke 3:15-22 

The Reverend Roger Pancost 

 Sometimes the best way to get to the heart of a message is through a story. 

One of the great story tellers of the 20th century was a pastor named Fred 

Craddock. He once told about an encounter with a stranger that took place while he 

and his wife were having dinner in a restaurant overlooking the Great Smokey 

Mountains. Craddock writes, 

“Early in the meal an elderly man approached our table and said, “Good 

evening.” I said, “Good evening.” 

He said, “Are you on vacation?” 

I said, “Yes,” but under my breath I was saying, ‘It’s really none of your business.’ 

“Where are you from?” he asked. 

“We’re from Oklahoma.” 

“What do you do in Oklahoma?” 

Under my breath but almost audible, I was saying, ‘Leave us alone. We’re on 

vacation, and we don’t know who you are.’ I said, “I am a Christian minister.” 

He said, “What church?” 

I said, “the Christian Church.” 

He paused a moment and said, “I owe a great deal to a minister of the Christian 

church,” and he pulled out a chair and sat down. 

I said, “Yes, have a seat.” I tried to make it seem like I sincerely meant it, but I 

didn’t. Who is this person? 

He said, “I grew up in these mountains. My mother was not married, and the 

whole community knew it. I was what was called an illegitimate child. In those 

days that was a shame, and I was ashamed. The reproach that fell on her, of course 

fell on me. When I went into town with her, I could see people staring at me, 

making guesses as to who was my father. At school the children said ugly things to 

me, and so I stayed to myself during recess, and I ate my lunch alone.   

In my early teens, I began attending a little church back in the mountains 

called Laurel Springs Christian Church. It had a minister who was both attractive 

and frightening. He had a chiseled face and a heavy beard and a deep voice. I went 

to hear him preach. I don’t know exactly why, but it did something for me. 

However, I was afraid that I was not welcome since I was, as they put it, a bastard. 

So I would go just in time for the sermon, and when it was over I would move out 
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because I was afraid that someone would say, “What’s a boy like you doing in a 

church?” 

One Sunday some people queued up the aisle before I could get out, and I 

was stopped. Before I could make my way through the group, I felt a hand on my 

shoulder.  It was the minister.  I cut my eyes around and caught a glimpse of his 

beard and chin, and I knew who it was. I trembled in fear. He turned his face 

around so he could see mine and seemed to be staring for a little while. I knew 

what he was doing. He was going to make a guess as to who my father was. A 

moment later he said, “Well, boy, you’re a child of…” and he paused there. And I 

knew it was coming. I knew I would have my feelings hurt. I knew I would not go 

back again. He said, “Boy, you’re a child of God. I see a striking resemblance, 

boy.” Then he swatted me on the bottom and said, “Now, you go claim your 

inheritance.” I left the building a different person. In fact, that was really the 

beginning of my life.” (Craddock Stories, Fred Craddock, Chalice Press, St. Louis, MO, 2001) 

 

 The story of a young boy who is given his identity as a beloved child of God 

traces its roots to a story that took place approximately 2000 years ago. That story 

is about a young man named Jesus of Nazareth, who has come to the River Jordan 

to be baptized. It is said that a voice came from heaven proclaim, “You are my 

Son, the Beloved, with you I am well pleased.” In that moment, Jesus’ identity is 

revealed. Jesus then spent the next three years helping other people claim this 

identity for themselves: 

Jesus shared this message with those who had been excluded from 

community because of physical and mental diseases. 

 Jesus shared this message with women who lived under the double standard 

of marriage laws. 

 Jesus shared this message with children, who even his own disciples tried to 

keep at bay. 

 Jesus shared this message with individuals who were perceived to have 

committed the unforgiveable. 

 Jesus shared the message with all people. He did so through acceptance, 

respect, encouragement and nurture.  

The message that Jesus shared with the people of first century Palestine is 

the same message given to each one of us…you are a beloved child of God. It 

doesn’t matter whether you think you are worthy. It doesn’t matter what mistakes 

you have made in the past. It doesn’t matter what horrible things anyone else has 

said about you. You are a beloved child of God! 

When the boy who was living in the Great Smokey Mountains was given his 

identity as a child of God, the preacher told him to go out and live into his 
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inheritance. There is no greater calling that we, the followers of Jesus, can do than 

help others know that they too are the beloved children of God. 

This identity is not always an easy one for individuals to claim. As a pastor, 

I have had the opportunity to hear the life-stories of many people. In listening to 

these stories I am aware that not everyone has a positive beginning in life. Some 

people did not receive the love and affirmation that a child needs. Others were 

ridiculed, and made fun of, because of a perceived difference. These early life 

experiences can make it difficult for an individual to embrace the promise that they 

are beloved.  

 Other people, in their adult years, have faced difficult challenges such as the 

dissolution of a relationship, the loss of a job, or a health concern. The struggles of 

life can make it difficult to believe that you are beloved. 

 As the Church, we are called to continue following Jesus’ example of 

meeting each person where they are at. Sometimes we fulfill this calling within the 

walls of this church building. This happens when a hurting individual is embraced. 

It happens when someone walks through the doors for the first time and receives a 

loving welcome. We do this when we boldly proclaim that all people are loved by 

God…no exceptions! 

        Sometimes we fulfill this calling in the world beyond these walls. We do this 

when we help to care for the physical needs of another. When we take the time to 

be truly present to someone who is hurting. When we work to bring an end to an 

injustice that is keeping people from being fully free. Through acceptance, respect, 

encouragement and nurture, we help others to know that they are the beloved of 

God.  

 After Fred Craddock politely listened to the story offered by an elderly 

gentleman, he asked, “What’s your name?”   

 The man answered, “Ben Hooper.” 

Fred Craddock then recalled, though vaguely, his own father telling him 

when he was a child about how the people of Tennessee had twice elected as 

governor a bastard, Ben Hooper. 

 When you look up the history of Governor Ben Hooper you learn that he 

enacted a measure requiring mandatory school attendance and sign a law requiring 

direct pay to women workers. Is this all a true story? I don’t know…but it sure is a 

good one. 
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