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January 8, 2012


“A Moment of Decision”
Summary: Jesus became an instrument of righteousness following his decision to be baptized by John.  Baptism, for us, also represents a decision to live a life of obedient service to God.
~


If these walls could talk, there would be many stories told; stories that would bring laughter, elation, and hope, but also of sorrow.  They would surely span the spectrum of human experience and of many generations.  

One such story has come to my attention over the past few years; I would like to share that with you today.  

It was one Sunday morning many years ago.  People were coming in to take their place at their favorite spots (things haven’t changed much().  Like today, the pews toward the back were filling up first.  

All throughout the sanctuary, one could hear and sense an atmosphere of ‘proper’ and ‘respectability’.  Dare I use the phrase, “high church” to describe the setting then?

Most of the folks coming into worship were of the familiar stock, long-time members.  But on this morning, a visitor was welcomed at the back doors.  A young man, dressed in ragged jacket and equally tattered jeans and running shoes was cautiously welcomed and handed a bulletin to take along.  

As the young man entered the sanctuary, trying to stake out a seat near the back, he was greeted in return with gasps and raised eye brows.  So he continued walking down the middle aisle until he had reached the very first pews.  


For whatever reason, this young man decided then and there to just plunk himself down on the carpets at the front, to the disdain of many at the back!

Shortly after, however, one of the most respected elder came down the aisle and approached the young man, “Mind if I join you?”  The elder then plunked himself onto the floor alongside this young man in jeans and sat cross-legged as well.  The smile of appreciation on the face of the young visitor, it is said, could be seen from all about.  

What the elder had done was unconventional and unnecessary.  Still, he went out of his way to make a conscious decision to live a life of obedient service to God through serving others; in this case, the young visitor to his congregation.

What Jesus did before John the Baptizer on that fateful day was also extraordinary and perhaps unnecessary: Jesus came before John to be baptized as others did!

Consider some of the reasons for being surprised or disturbed about this.  For nearly 30 years, Jesus had stayed in Nazareth.  Faithfully he had done his day’s work and discharged his duties to his parents, Mary and Joseph.  

The town of Nazareth was peaceful and home was sweet, but he answered the summons and the challenge of God.  Jesus made the conscious decision to be baptized by John when it was not necessary- born that he was as the Son of God!


We get a sense of how awkward this is through John’s words about the superior status of the one to come: “I am not worthy to stoop down and untie the thong of his sandals (v.7)”.  

Besides, others who had come to be baptized by John had confessed their sins!  So why did Jesus get baptized even though he was the Son of God?


The fact that Jesus was baptized by John suggests something else.  You see, the lost people of God were coming to John to confess their sins and be baptized to prepare for the Lord’s coming.  This was a movement unfolding as Jesus approached John.  
By coming before John to be baptized, Jesus was associating himself with the need to gather the people and to prepare for the Lord’s coming with a gesture of repentance.  No, Jesus did not need to repent from sin; but here was a movement of the people back to God; and with that Godward movement he was determined to identify himself.  

The people coming before John were from all walks of life; even those whom the religious leaders of the time would consider unclean, physically and spiritually.  Jesus’ association with them and the movement of repentance and return to God would demonstrate something very important: It is possible to possess ease and comfort and wealth and power and still to identify with a movement to bring better things to the downtrodden and the poor and the ill-housed and the overworked and the underpaid.  
More importantly, Jesus identified with the Godward movement of the people not for his own sake, but for the sake of others.

Queen Elizabeth II has made numerous trips abroad as part of her official duty.  On one such visit to the United States, she visited an economically challenged region of the Deep South to a region predominantly occupied by the poor blacks.  One particular stopover took her into the modest living quarters of an elderly black woman who gave the Queen the biggest hug one could imagine!  Queen Elizabeth II gracious returned the favor by inviting this woman and her family to her living quarters in England.  

Of the many things that one could say about the Queen, it is that she is a person of great means who goes out to identify with the downtrodden and the poor and the ill-housed and the overworked and the underpaid.  The Queen did not have to, but she did.  
Our Gospel story does not end with Jesus’ baptism through the hands of John.  Scripture tells us that as Jesus emerged from the water, he saw the heavens open and the Holy Spirit descend, and he hears the divine voice.  
John was indeed correct in his declaration that one greater than he was to come after him.  Jesus will be more powerful than John; for in the power of the Holy Spirit he will do battle against demons and all the evil forces that maim, cripple, alienate, and destroy human life!  But in him will be no arrogant display of power, for he is the Servant of God whose ministry will take him to the cross.  
In the brief few lines of today’s Scripture, all of this was made known: the baptism of Jesus was an epiphany, a declaration of the Son of God.   
In the period following the epiphany, the followers of Christ have taken on a new understanding of baptism.  Apostle Paul, in a letter to Romans, explains the meaning of baptism as it represents to him a decision to live a life of obedient service to God through becoming an “instrument of righteousness” as Jesus did following his decision to be baptized by John (Romans 6:1-4, 12-14).  
As Jesus began his ministry of proclamation and serving others following his baptism, his followers are commissioned to serve others following their own baptism.  

As Jesus made a conscious decision to submit himself for the sake of others, his followers-you and I today-are also called upon to choose to identify with the interests of others.  
That is the defining meaning of discipleship to which we are called to: to do battle against demons and all the evil forces that maim, cripple, alienate, and destroy human life.  
Let us gladly rejoice in the epiphany of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, and our calling to serve God in serving others.

~Amen~
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