The Baptism of Our Lord
January 10, 2010
Text:   Luke 3:15-17,21-22 (Isaiah 43:1-7)
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is Truth.  

__________________________

Water, wind, and fire.  Something important is about to happen in our Gospel story today, and it always helps to have special effects.  Thus:  water, wind, and fire.  According to the ancient Greeks, water, wind, and fire were three of the four basic elements of existence.
Now there’s certainly a mystical quality to those three, isn’t there?  

· Water is the stuff of life…you and I cannot live without water.  In the past couple of years, how often have we been told that future wars may be fought over water?

· Fire.  Fire brings light in the darkest night and heat in the coldest winter.  How could civilization have advanced without fire?

· And wind….this invisible rush of air against our cheeks.  Wind is the most telling sign of the Spirit moving among us.  In the Greek, the word for Spirit is the same as the word for wind:  pneuma.  And, amazingly, also in the Hebrew, the word for Spirit is the same as the word for wind:  ruah.
Today’s Gospel story about Jesus’ baptism mentions all three:  water, wind, and fire.  That’s how Luke distinguishes between John’s baptism and Jesus’ baptism:  John’s baptism is a baptism of water; Jesus’ baptism is one of Spirit-wind and fire.  And I think we could add:  our baptism – yours and mine – is a baptism of all three:  water, Spirit-wind, and fire.

I baptize you with water, John the Baptizer says, but one who is more powerful than I is coming; I am not worthy to untie the thong of his sandals.  He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit – wind! – and fire.

Our Gospel story today wants to make sure we get it right:  Jesus is much more important than John!

· John is not the Messiah; Jesus is.  John is only the preparer for the Messiah.

· John baptizes with water; Jesus will baptize with the Spirit-wind and fire.

· John isn’t even fit to untie the laces of Jesus’ sandal!

That last bit….about John not being worthy to untie Jesus’ shoe laces…there’s something more in that than just a reference to humility.  If you know the Old Testament story of Ruth, you’ll remember that scene toward the end, where Boaz wants to marry the widow Ruth, but he first has to make sure that no one else is in line ahead of him. 

Because, you see, close relatives had the duty to marry a widow, in order to continue the line of children.  The closest relative, the one who had that duty to marry the widow, was called the goel – the redeemer!   And here’s the sign that you were willing to relinquish that duty to someone else:  you would take off your sandal and hand it to the other person!  

And that’s what John the Baptizer says he is not worthy to do:  he is not worthy to untie Jesus’ sandal and receive it as the one worthy of redeeming humanity.  Only Jesus will be worthy of that great redemption!

John’s baptism in the River Jordan was a water baptism signifying a person’s repentance….one’s willingness to change, to do better.  Now you and I know we need to change, don’t we?  We know that there’s plenty in our life that has to be made different.  Don’t we know that just from even our most intimate and closest relationships?  As husband and wife?  As parents and children?  As brothers and sisters?  As friends?

The trouble is, we can’t seem to change ourselves!  We are helpless to do it by ourselves!  John Quincy Adams, the early 19th-century American President said it well:  With a  knowledge of the actual defect in my character, I have not the pliability to reform it!  Adams speaks for all of us.
The week between Christmas and New Year’s, I finally got around to reading a novel I have been wanting to read for the past 15 years:  The Hammer of God by Bo Giertz, a Swedish Lutheran bishop who wrote this way back in 1941.
Giertz describes these stony hearts of ours that we ourselves cannot change:

[p. 265]  One day, when a man is battling sin and is trying to clear the stones from the heart’s field, sweating at the task yet hoping finally to get rid of the last ones so that he may really see the garden grow, his spade strikes solid rock.  He digs and scrapes on every side; he tries again and again to budge the rock.  Then the terrible realization dawns:  It is stony ground through and through.  When he has hauled away load after load of stone and dumped them outside the fence, he still has not succeeded in making a garden that can begin to bear fruit for God.
That’s the bad news:  we cannot change our stony hearts.  Here’s the good news:  Jesus Christ has joined himself to us sinners….and he has changed our stony hearts!  That’s why Jesus himself was baptized by John!  John’s water baptism was a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.  
Now…..was Jesus a sinner?  No way!  But by submitting himself to John’s baptism, Jesus showed his solidarity with us sinners.  Down in the muddy waters of the Jordan, he stood in the same place with us sinners.  And later, taking all of our sins upon himself, he would take those sins to the cross and take them away.

Luke’s Gospel goes even a step farther in identifying Jesus with all sinful humanity.  Right after this baptism story, Luke inserts a genealogy of Jesus, beginning with his earthly father, Joseph, and going all the way back to…do you know how far back it goes?....

all the way back to Adam, the first sinner!

A missionary who worked among the people of Papua, New Guinea, translated the Bible into the language of the people he was living among.  His operating procedure was to translate a passage, read it to the people, and then revise it accordingly.
At first, when he’s translating Luke, he skips the genealogy – for the same reason we usually skip it when we do our Scripture reading:  boring!  However, he eventually did translate the genealogical list, and he was present when it was read to the people.

As the names of the ancestors were rattled off, the translator noticed that a hush fell over the room.  So quiet did it get that the translator thought he must have violated some tribal taboo in his translating.  
But no!  When the reading was finished the people stood in amazement.  “Why didn’t you tell us this before?” they asked.  “No one bothers to write down the ancestors of spirit beings, but only of real persons.  The Bible must mean to say that Jesus is a real person…like us!”  Jesus is a real flesh and blood person, who, in his own water baptism by John, identifies with sinful humanity.  
That is John’s water baptism.  What is Jesus’ baptism with fire?  Well, listen to this passage, from further on in Luke’s Gospel, the 12th chapter, where Jesus says:  
I came to bring fire to the earth, and how I wish it were already kindled!  I have a baptism with which to be baptized, and what stress I am under until it is completed.

Jesus is looking ahead to the cross that will be erected for him on Calvary!  Jesus’ baptism by fire is his death on the cross for the reconciliation of the world.  Or, to switch metaphors now, to use the Swedish bishop’s metaphor:  Jesus’ death on the cross is the hammer of God…..the hammer which breaks our stony hearts of sin.

And Jesus’ baptism with the wind-Spirit, the Holy Spirit?  That occurred there on the banks of the Jordan River, after Jesus’ water baptism, when…
…the heaven was opened, and the Holy Spirit descended upon Jesus in bodily form like a dove.  And a voice came from heaven, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.”

And our baptism?  Yours and mine?  It is a baptism of all three:  water, wind-Spirit, and fire.  We hear that every time we celebrate a baptism here at Lord of the Hills Church when, right before the washing with water, we pray Martin Luther’s flood prayer.  Did you know this was Luther’s prayer?  His flood prayer:
We give you thanks, O God, for in the beginning your Spirit [ah, there’s the wind-Spirit!] –   moved over the waters – [there’s the water] –  and by your Word you created the world, calling forth life in which you took delight.  Through the waters of the flood – [there’s the water again] – you delivered Noah and his family, and through the sea – [water] – you led your people Israel from slavery into freedom.  At the river – [water] –  your Son was baptized by John and anointed with the Holy Spirit – [there’s the wind-spirit again].  By the baptism of Jesus’ death and resurrection – [ah, there’s the baptism by fire!] – you set us free from the power of sin and death and raise us up to live in you.  
And whenever Martin Luther was assailed by doubts or despair, do you know what he would do?  He would shout out loud, I have been baptized!  And Luther told you and me to do that as well…to claim our baptism….to shout, I have been baptized! 
 I think Martin Luther wanted us to remember each day who we are…..and whose we are…..and how beloved we are.  
What that voice from heaven proclaims over Jesus is the very same thing that is proclaimed over us at our Baptism:  You are my child, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.  Or the way the prophet Isaiah speaks those loving words in our First Reading:  Do not fear, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name, you are mine.  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.

Back in 1976 when we celebrated the bicentennial of our country, a creative writer went looking for a person who would have been old enough that when they were a child they remember someone who was then old enough to have been alive at the founding of our nation.
And sure enough, he found such a person:  a Kentucky farmer named Burnham Ledford, who was over 100 years old in 1976.  And he remembered when he was a little boy being taken by a wagon to see his great-great-grandmother who was then over 100 herself and who was a little girl when George Washington was inaugurated as the first American president.

Burnham remembered being taken into his great-great-grandmother’s house.  She was feeble.  She was blind.  She was sitting in an old chair in the corner of a dark bedroom.  “We brought Burnham to see you,” his father said.  The old woman turned toward the sound and reached out with long, bony fingers and said in an ancient, cracking voice, “Bring him here.”

“They had to push me toward her,” Burnham remembered.  “I was afraid of her.  But when I got close to her, she reached out her hands and began to stroke my face.  She felt my eyes and my nose, my mouth and my chin.  And all at once, she seemed to be satisfied, and she pulled me close to her and held me tight.  ‘This boy’s a Ledford,’ she said.  ‘I can feel it.  I know this boy.  He’s one of us.’”

In an even deeper way, when we are baptized, God holds us close and says, “I know this one.  I called this one by name.  This one belongs to me.  Fear not.  I know you by name.”
