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Epiphany 1, Year A:  The Feast of the Baptism of Jesus

January 12, 2013
Matthew 3: 13-17  Then Jesus came from Galilee to John at the Jordan, to be baptized by him.  John would have prevented him, saying, "I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?"  But Jesus answered him, "Let it be so now; for it is proper for us in this way to fulfill all righteousness."  Then he consented.  And when Jesus had been baptized, just as he came up from the water, suddenly the heavens were opened to him and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and alighting on him.  And a voice from heaven said, "This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased."
There are geographical locations on our globe which will always be associated with events that took place there at some moment in history:  Normandy, Waterloo, Pearl Harbor.  We don’t need to say anything more than the names of those places on a map, and all the images and associations of what happened there well up within us.   At each of those places pivotal events took place which shaped our world and Western civilization.  

Most of the early Christians were Jews.  Mention to them “the Jordan River” and one image which would have come to their minds would be the return of the people of Israel to the promised Land after centuries of slavery in Egypt, and 40 years of wandering in the wilderness, led by Moses.  On the threshold of the Promised Land, on the East side of the River Jordan, Moses dies, and the whole nation of Israel is led across the Jordan River into the Promised Land by their new leader, Joshua, whose name means “God saves”.  No longer are they slaves;  no longer are they homeless wanderers.  They have come home!  God has fulfilled the divine promise made to their ancestor Abraham.

1300 years later, John the Baptist emerges from the wilderness and arrives at this same Jordan River where his ancestors, after centuries of slavery and 40 years of wandering, finally came home.  The crowd of people who came to the Jordan to see John the Baptist would not only have associated this place with Joshua leading their ancestors into the promised land;  they also would have recognized John the Baptist’s distinctive dress, for he was clothed in the manner of the first of the great prophets, Elijah, whom Scripture had foretold would return before the Messiah came.  

The setting of our Gospel story is thus pregnant with the signs and symbols of God’s mighty deeds worked in the past.  John is at the River Jordan, and there comes to him a man whose name in Hebrew also happens to be Joshua – “Jesus” in the Greek.  This new Joshua enters into the Jordan River just like his namesake did 1300 years before, and is baptized by this new Elijah.  

And there are several other things happening in our Gospel account which relate to ancient stories, prophecies, or promises from the Old Testament.

When Jesus comes up out of the waters, the heavens are opened, and the Holy Spirit descends like a dove upon Jesus.  The  crowds surrounding John would remember the words of the prophet Isaiah:  “O that you would tear open the heavens and come down (64:1)”.  Well, the heavens are now torn open!  

And a voice from Heaven says, “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased."

In Psalm 2, which was sung at the enthronement of a new king of Israel, God says to the anointed king:  “You are my son...”  The crowd surrounding John the Baptist would know, then, that this baptism of Jesus was the anointing of a new king – and Israel had not had a king in over 600 years!  

Finally, in today’s Old Testament reading, known as the First Song of the Suffering Servant, God says:  “Here is my servant… in whom my soul delights;  I have put my spirit upon him.”  And here at Jesus’ baptism, the spirit of God comes down upon him.
In short, the Jews who came out to see John the Baptist would have been reminded of the promises of God throughout their own history – a history which defined who they were.  

It is easy for us 21st-Century Americans, so disconnected from our own history, to forget that our identities, also, are formed in large part by our forebears.  And it is easy for even faithful Christians to forget that the story of the Bible is our story, the people of the Bible are our forebears, God’s promises in Scripture are promises made to us, also.  Today, one of our 4 Major Baptismal Feast days, is not only a day on which we remember the baptism of Jesus;  it is also a day on which we remember our own baptism, in which we were made one with Christ, in Christ.  It is a day when we renew our own baptismal vows.  And I would suggest that, in so doing, it is a day on which we remember who we truly are.  We are baptized, in Christ, in a like manner as he was baptized;  and all the richness of meaning to be found in Jesus’ baptism redounds to us.  We are the inheritors of the new creation, the new homeland on the other side of the Jordan.  It is to us that the heavens are torn open, upon us that the Spirit of God comes down.  It is to us that God says, “You are my beloved son, my beloved daughter, with whom I am well pleased.”  And it is we who are, with Christ, suffering servants.  As St. Paul wrote in his letter to the Galatians, “as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ.” (3:26-27)  That is, after all, what it means to be “Christened”, Christ-ened.  

But do we truly claim this Christ-identity for ourselves?  Do we see ourselves, identify ourselves, as having “put on Christ”, and live accordingly?  The world will press its own identities upon us – false identities, ego-identities, identities based on looks, status, education, what have you;  and our false humility will be quick to object that no one should expect us to act like Christ, despite the fact that our baptism makes us – in the words of C.S. Lewis – “Little Christs”.  

Which identity do we claim?  The identities the world presses upon us, or our identity in God, affirmed by our Baptism?  It is a crucial question, for who we understand ourselves to be largely determines our goals, our motivations, our mission for the rest of our life.  

Fred Craddock, one-time Professor of Preaching at Phillips University in Oklahoma, tells of a time about 40 years ago when, desperately needing a break from his work, he returned to his home state of Tennessee for a short vacation with his wife.  One night they found a quiet restaurant.  While they were waiting for their meal they saw a distinguished white-haired man moving from table to table visiting guests.  Craddock whispered to his wife, “I hope he doesn’t come over here.” 

But the man did come to his table.  “Where are you folks from?” “Oklahoma.” “Splendid state.  What do you do for a living?” “I teach preaching.” “Oh, so you teach preachers to preach.  Well I’ve got a story for you.”  Dr. Craddock groaned inwardly.  And with that the man pulled up a chair and sat down at the table. 

The man stuck out his hand, “I’m Prentice Cooper.  I was born not far from here.  My mother wasn’t married when I was born so I had a hard time.  My classmates had a name for me, and it wasn’t very nice.  What was worse was going downtown on Saturday afternoon and feeling the eyes of all the people there burning a hole through my heart.  They were all wondering who my real father was.  

When I was 12 years old a new preacher came to our church.  I would always go in late and slip out early, so as not to be noticed.  But one day the preacher said the benediction so fast I got caught and had to walk out with the crowd.  I could feel every eye in the church on me.  Just about the time I got to the door I felt a big hand on my shoulder.  I looked up – and the preacher was looking right at me.  “Who are you, son?  Whose boy are you?”  I felt the old familiar weight come on me.  Even the preacher was putting me down!  But as he looked down at me, studying my face, he began to smile a big smile of recognition.  “Wait a minute,” he said, “I know who you are.  I see the family resemblance.  You are a son of God.”  With that he slapped me across the back and said, “Boy you’ve got an inheritance;  go and claim it!” 

The old man looked across the table at Fred Craddock and said, “That was the single most important sentence ever said to me.”  With that he smiled, shook the hands of Craddock and his wife, and moved on to another table to greet friends.  Suddenly Fred Craddock remembered.  On two occasions the people of Tennessee had elected as their governor a man who had been born out of wedlock.  His name was Prentice Cooper. 

The waters of our baptism are like that for us.  For despite our checkered past, in the baptismal waters, we are inextricably linked, through Christ, with God.  And with the identity which is revealed to us as son or daughter of God also comes the attendant responsibility, which is that of  suffering servanthood – the theme of our Old Testament reading today.  Prentice Cooper knew by age 12 what it was to suffer;  he had already wandered his 40 years in the wilderness.  But he had yet to learn of his true birthright – he knew nothing of the Promised Land beyond the Jordan.  When that new preacher told the young Cooper he was a son of God with an inheritance to claim, Cooper did so – he crossed his Jordan River – and became a public servant, eventually Governor of the State of Tennessee.  But it all started with that most important sentence anyone had ever said to him:  “Boy, you’ve got an inheritance;  go and claim it!”  

Each of us has an inheritance in God.  Have we claimed it?  Do we live out the promises of our baptism?

AMEN

