
When…With…For… 
Isaiah 43:1-7; Luke 3:15-17; 21-22 

CWZepp, BWCOB, January 13, 2019 
 
 

(This sermon would have been preached at BWCOB on January 13, 2019, 
had worship not needed to be cancelled due to inclement weather.) 

 
 
In one of my first two years in ministry, I learned a very valuable lesson.  At that time I was the 
part time Pastor of Youth at the Lancaster Church of the Brethren.  While I had minimal 
responsibilities in worship leadership, I was assigned to preach four times each year at at least 
one of the three worship services held at LCOB each Sunday – roughly once each quarter.  
One of those years (I don’t remember which), I was scheduled to preach one Sunday during 
the winter, and it became apparent over a week prior to my scheduled Sunday that we were 
going to be in for a major snow storm.  All week long, the staff watched the weather report.  
Each day, the forecast got worse – and by the time we arrived at the weekend, we were under 
a winter storm warning that was calling for over 20 inches of snow to fall beginning Saturday 
night and lasting into the day on Sunday.  So I did what most 21 year olds would do – nothing.  
I blew off all my sermon preparation, assuming that we would surely be canceling our worship 
services that Sunday and that any time spent researching or writing would be wasted.   
 
*pregnant pause* 
 
3 am – Saturday night, or Sunday morning depending on your perspective.  I finally conceded 
that we were probably going to have worship in the morning and set my alarm.  By 8:30 am, 
Lancaster, PA had not seen a single snowflake.  Philadelphia, just an hour and a half away – 
was buried under 23 inches.  And as I stood in the pulpit a few minutes later, with nothing but a 
few outlined notes I had scratched together that morning, I was scared to death.  Suffice it to 
say that it was not my best moment.   
A few years later, I found myself similarly terrified, but for a very different reason.  For the first 
time in my ministerial life, I was accompanying someone through their death.  Lancaster 
County had a hospice center, and for several days, I visited and sat with an elderly farmer  and 
his family in his last days.  He wasn’t one of our members – in fact he was very definitely NOT 
a church person at all.  But his wife was related to someone in our congregation, and when it 
became apparent that he was going to die, since they didn’t have a pastor, I was asked to 
officiate for his funeral and to give him and his family support through his final days.   
 
I was way out of my element.  I was a youth specialist, and I had never been with someone 
who was dying.  I didn’t know what to say to him, to his wife, or to his family.  So for several 
days, I just showed up.  I sat with them, talked a bit about their farm, and tried not to show how 
terrified I was that he would take his final breath while I was in the room. 
 
I was thinking a lot about both of these early formative experiences this week, the first for 
obvious reasons.  But the second was for a different reason.  After Sonny died, in putting 
together his funeral service, his widow asked if I would be willing to sing a song I had never 
heard before.  She gave me a recording to which I could listen to learn it, and thus I found 
myself singing along with Elvis Presley, learning the words and the tune to “You’ll Never Walk 
Alone:”   
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When you walk through a storm hold your head up high 
And don't be afraid of the dark. 
At the end of a storm is a golden sky 
And the sweet silver song of a lark. 
Walk on through the wind, 
Walk on through the rain, 
Tho' your dreams be tossed and blown. 
Walk on, walk on with hope in your heart 
And you'll never walk alone, 
You'll never, ever walk alone.1 

 
I have since learned that this song is actually a show tune from the 1945 Rodgers and 
Hammerstein musical Carousel.2  But in my mind, these words will always be heard in the 
voice of the king.   
 
And they came to mind a lot this week as I was preparing for this sermon.  They were one of 
my first associations when I read the words of our scripture from Isaiah – “ Do not fear…when 
you pass through the waters I will be with you.3  Another was How Firm a Foundation, the 
hymn we just sung:  
 

Fear not, I am with thee; O be not dismayed, 
for I am thy God and will still give thee aid. 
I'll strengthen thee, help thee, and cause thee to stand, 
upheld by My righteous, omnipotent hand. 
 
When through the deep waters I call thee to go, 
the rivers of sorrow shall not overflow; 
for I will be with thee, thy troubles to bless, 
and sanctify to thee thy deepest distress. 

 
I have been told that the most frequent command in the Bible is the imperative “Fear not” or 
“Do not be afraid.”  Honestly, I do not know if this is true – I did not take the time to fact check 
it, and I suspect that the answer might depend on the interpretive choices you make in 
choosing what counts as a command.  I have heard others say that the Bible’s most prolific 
command is to be happy.  And I am well aware that there is no shortage of sayings that are 
inaccurately attributed to the Bible, including: 

 “God will not give you more than you can handle” 

 “This too shall pass.” 

 “Cleanliness is next to godliness.” 

 “God works in mysterious ways.” 

 “Everything happens for a reason.” 

 “Love the sinner. Hate the sin.” 

 “God helps those who help themselves.”4 

                                                
1 https://www.azlyrics.com/lyrics/elvispresley/youllneverwalkalone.html  
2 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/You%27ll_Never_Walk_Alone  
3
 Isaiah 43:1-2, NRSV 

4 “God Didn’t Say That!”  Homiletics.  January 13, 2019.  

https://www.homileticsonline.com/subscriber/btl_display.asp?installment_id=93041154  

https://www.azlyrics.com/lyrics/elvispresley/youllneverwalkalone.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/You%27ll_Never_Walk_Alone
https://www.homileticsonline.com/subscriber/btl_display.asp?installment_id=93041154
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The Bible doesn’t make any of these claims.  
 
But when I hear that the command that is most common in the Bible is “Fear not,” it feels right.  
It occurs twice just in today’s Isaiah text, and I can think of a dozen others just off the top of my 
head.   
 
And those Israelites to whom Isaiah’s prophecy is addressed had a lot of reason to fear.5  For 
about 60 years, the people of Israel had lived in captivity in Babylon, far from their homes in 
Palestine. They were feeling discouraged, dispirited and depressed, wondering if they would 
ever be able to return. 
 
And now, their exile is about to end, but you can bet that they were afraid.  So Isaiah reminds 
them that God has created them, formed them, rescued them and called them by name. “You 
are mine,” says the Lord. “You are precious in my sight, and honored, and I love you”. 
After decades of darkness, a light is beginning to dawn. The deep doubts of the people are 
being replaced by the assurance of God’s care and protection.  Isaiah is promising, according 
to biblical theologian Walter Brueggemann, that God “will be with and for Israel.” The prophet's 
words establish God “as powerful and compassionate toward Israel,” and they expose the 
foreign gods “as impotent and irrelevant.” 
Notice that Isaiah is not promising an easy path for the people of Israel, or for us. He doesn’t 
say “if you pass through the waters,” but rather “when you pass through the waters” (v. 2). 
Swirling waters will come, right along with raging rivers and searing fires. But in the face of all 
of these challenges, “I will be with you,” promises God. When obstacles arise, God will be — in 
the words of Brueggemann — “powerful and compassionate” toward us. 
 
Isaiah never says that “God will not give you more than you can handle,” implying that God is 
the source of threatening waters, rivers, fires and flames.  The text doesn’t say that God pulls 
us into turbulent waters, pushes us into the fires or burdens us with testing and temptations.  
These things happen because of our own ineptitude (like failing to prepare for an assignment), 
or because of external forces beyond our control (like a weather system that changes course) 
or because adversity is simply a part of the nature of life (like the death of a loved one and the 
challenge of doing something for the first time). 
 
Instead, Isaiah understands God to be powerful and compassionate, a God who is always with 
and for us. This is the God who had been with and for the people of Israel as they escaped 
captivity in Egypt and passed through the waters of the Red Sea. And this is the God who is 
with and for us when we face troubles of our own. 
God chooses to be powerful and compassionate toward us when we are in the eye of the 
hurricane. As Isaiah says, “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. For I am the Lord your God, the Holy One of Israel, your 
Savior.6” 
  
When you pass through the waters… 
When you walk through fire… 
When we are lost and afraid… 

                                                
5 Subsequent material re: Isaiah adapted from “God Didn’t Say That!”  Homiletics.  January 13, 2019.   
6 Isaiah 43:2-3a, NRSV 
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God is with us and for us. 
 
Like many of the great truths of our faith, this powerful assurance comes from the most basic 
of biblical truths… 
 
God loves us.   
 
Its right there in the text, straight from the lips of God: 
I have called you by name, you are mine…You are precious in my sight, and honored, and I 
love you. 7 
 

It is the declaration that came to Jesus in his baptism.  And it is the truth that is claimed by 
everyone who has been baptized in his name…we are beloved children of God.   
 
And because of that simple fact, when we walk through the storm, we do not walk alone.  God 
is with us.  And God is for us. 
With this in mind, I want to conclude by sharing a story that I read recently on the Church of 
the Brethren Newsline:8  In the original words of the author: 
 
A preschooler is sending a message to Capitol Hill and death row--“You deserve love no 
matter what.” 
 
Otto Waggener painted a greeting card in October adorned with his simple message to send to 
his mother’s friend, Marvin, who is incarcerated on death row. Earlier in the day, the pair had 
been browsing a toy shop where they spotted an irregular hand-sewn stuffed toy with a 
promotional card that said, “You don’t have to be perfect to be lovable.” When the two saw the 
card, they knew they had to take one home to send to Marvin. 
 
Otto’s mother, Claire Flowers, had been tricking the budding artist into practicing his 
handwriting by decorating letters for Marvin, whom his mother met in 2014 through the Death 
Row Support Project (www.brethren.org/drsp) in 2014. That night after dinner, Otto’s mom 
asked him to decorate a card for Marvin using his own art and words instead. The message, 
“You deserve love no matter what” was born. 
 
Inspired by her son’s message, Flowers began to wonder what might happen if all prisoners on 
death row received such a love note from a child. After some calculations, Flowers, a single 
unemployed mother realized she could afford to make the idea a reality once she received her 
2019 tax return. Otto and his mother resolved to send his “You Deserve Love” cards to every 
death row prisoner for delivery by Valentine’s Day 2019. 
 
But who to list as the return address? Flowers considered that once the cards were delivered 
they would likely receive more responses from inmates then they could feasibly respond. 
 
“I thought to myself it would be hilarious if we listed Congress as the return address, so that 
way any inmate correspondence would go straight to legislators. That would really get a public 

                                                
7
 Isaiah 43:1, 4 

8 Claire Flowers. “‘You Deserve Love’ project addresses prisoners and Congress.” Church of the Brethren Newsline. 

December 20, 2018.  http://www.brethren.org/news/2018/you-deserve-love-project.html  

http://www.brethren.org/news/2018/you-deserve-love-project.html
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conversation going. I actually did the research to see if I could get in any trouble for using a 
pseudonym along with Congress’ address,” Flowers said. 
 
Flowers eventually decided against it. She realized the same intended result could be 
achieved by expanding the project and sending the same “You Deserve Love” message 
directly to Congress. 
 
“Congress also needs to be reminded of their dignity and worth. I’m sure they get lots of hate 
mail. Maybe sending them a Valentine will get a public conversation going. Maybe it will just a 
make some lowly staffer’s day. Either way, we’ve shared the good news.”  
 
It may not be in the form of a command.  But I think Otto’s message carries the same implicit 
message of that most frequent biblical imperative: Do not be afraid.  No matter what, you are 
loved.  And when you walk that last walk, God will be with you, for you are precious, and 
honored, and God loves you.   
 
When…with…for…  You can fill in the blanks. 
 
Is this not good news of great joy for all people?   
 


