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Baptism of the Lord Sunday

Isaiah 43: 1-7

Luke 3:15-17, 21-22

“Who Are You?”

Over the Christmas break Terry and I saw the movie “Up in the Air”, the George Clooney movie filmed here in St. Louis.  Clooney plays a man who works for a company whose job it is to fire people.  He flies all over the country, firing people he doesn’t even know and has never met because the people’s boss doesn’t have the stomach to do it him or herself.  Nearly every person he fires asks him, “Who are you?”  
The scenes are poignant because the actors who play the parts of the people who are fired, are real people who have recently been fired in real life.  Their emotions are real and raw.  “Who are you?” they ask Clooney.  “I’ve worked for this company for 10, 20, 30 years.  I have a mortgage, kids, and bills to pay.  What am I supposed to do now?  Who are you?” 

“Who are YOU?”

We have two interesting texts this morning that try to answer that question.  Every year on this Sunday following Epiphany, the church takes a short rest stop by the banks of the Jordan to hear God say to Jesus, “YOU are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.”  On the same stop, the church looks back to the days of Isaiah when God whispered to the adopted child Israel, “YOU are precious in my sight, and honored, and I love you.”

It’s a heart-warming message to hear, isn’t it?  It’s not a bad way to return after the holidays, when we heard lovely stories about the baby Jesus and how much joy people felt over his arrival.  
And yet-not to be the bearer of bad news, especially since my role is to be the bearer of the good news​-things aren’t all that rosy.  At least it’s not if you read the parts the lectionary left out.  Today is a great example of paying attention to scripture verses that are not included, because when we pay attention to what is not included, we get a real sense that the Biblical writers recognize that there’s something inherently tragic about the world, both the world the Israelites lived in and the world into which Jesus was baptized.  And just because we are God’s beloved children and precious in God’s sight, we’re not immune to those tragedies and we’re not supposed to look the other way.
First, Isaiah.  “Do not fear,” God tells the Israelites, “for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name, you are mine.”  This is great news!  The God who made them has not abandoned them.  But just a couple verses earlier at the end of chapter 42, God was very mad because they weren’t following God’s law or ways.  
“For a long time I have held my peace,” God told the Israelites.  “I have kept still and restrained myself; now I will cry out like a woman in labor, I will gasp and pant.  I will lay waste mountains and hills, and dry up all their herbage; I will turn the rivers into islands, and dry up the pools.  They shall be turned back and utterly put to shame-those who trust in carved images, who say to cast images, “You are our gods.”

At this point in time, the Israelites are living as exiles in Babylon.  Their future as a people was in grave doubt, and they had long felt that God had abandoned them.  The faith they had was threadbare and their chosen status unraveled seam by seam.  In everyone’s mind, God was ready and willing to punish them for worshipping other gods.  God even appeared ready and willing to punish them.

But then, God had a change of heart, as God is sometimes known to do, and tells them, “But now . . .but now . . .do not fear.  When you pass through the waters, I will be with you.  When you walk through fire, you shall not be burned.”  But now, God says.  It’s an important phrase, that “but now” phrase, for it tells us that things will be different now.  Notice it doesn’t assure the people that everything will be alright, it doesn’t assure them they will be immune from the tragedies of the world, but it does assure them that they have no reason to fear because God is with them.  More on this later.

On to Jesus’ baptism.  If you read along in your pew Bible, you know that the lectionary left out verses 18-20.  They left out the good stuff about how John was arrested and went to prison before he baptized Jesus, which creates all sorts of eyebrow raising questions like, “Why would Jesus go to an ex-con to be baptized?”  It’s a big enough question to simply ask why would Jesus be baptized by John, who proclaimed a baptism for the repentance for sins-which leads to the question, if Jesus was sinless why did he go to John?  But now on top of it we hear that John was an ex-convict?  I think the lectionary editors think it’s too much information for church members to hear and that’s why they left out.

Here’s the back story: John preached in Galilee, where Herod was the ruler.  Herod was living with his brother’s wife, which was a no-no, and John had no problem telling people that.  John also had no problem telling people about all the evil things Herod was doing.  Well, you know, apparently John never got the memo that sometimes it’s best to keep your mouth shut.  So in return for his truth-telling, Herod threw John in jail.  That’s the juicy stuff that happens in the part you didn’t hear.
So why did Jesus go to John to be baptized?  Well, some scholars will tell you that Jesus went to John to be baptized to show his solidarity with the sinners of the world.  And I think this is true.  But I also think there is more to it than that.  I think Jesus was also fully acknowledging that there is something tragic about the world, and he acknowledged that tragedy by going to John, who was arrested because he spoke the truth about power and he spoke the truth to power.  
In both of our stories today, there is a recognition that all is not right with the world.  All is not right in the world of the Israelites who are exiles in Babylon.  As one scholar says, “they are a tiny, miserable, and insignificant band of uprooted men and women standing on the margins of a hostile empire.”  They had every reason to ask God, if you’re with us, why are we living in Babylon?  If you’re with us, why are so besieged by crime, war, poverty, and hunger?  If you’re with us, why do we feel so alienated and isolated?  
And all is not right in the world into which Jesus is baptized.  The rulers of Jesus’ day: Emperor Tiberius, Pontius Pilate, Herod, and Philip were awful people.  They had no problem killing people and throwing people into jail for no reason whatsoever.  This is the world into which Jesus was baptized.

But this is also the world in which God called the people and told them not to be afraid, and called Jesus his beloved son, and told the Israelites they were precious in his sight.  And so, into this note of tragedy, we hear a promise-not a promise that everything will be OK, not a promise that our baptisms make us immune from the tragedies of the world, but a promise that when we pass through waters, or when we pass through fires, they will not overwhelm us.  It’s the promise the Israelites hear from Isaiah; it’s the promise Jesus hears at his baptism; and it is the promise we hear again at every baptism when God calls us and claims.
But that promise is a two-way street.  We also make a promise to God.  We promise to reject evil and its power in the world, and when we do that we promise God that we’ll step back into the tragic world and do something about it.  John told the people who came to him to be baptized to Share, Keep no more than they need, to be fair, and to treat others with care.  But I think Jesus’ baptism signals to us that there’s more to it than that.  Jesus’ baptism by John tells us that we are to step into any realm, be it political, social or economic, and change the broken system so that there is no more tragedy.
Marjorie Suchocki’s book “Fall to Violence” is a helpful explanation here.  She opens the book with reflections on her experience serving as a juror in a case where the defendant was found guilty.  Although she believed that the individual committed the crime for which he was convicted, after the trial was over she began to reflect on her own place in the system that formed and eventually indicted the man.  As a member of this interrelated system, she felt she had some relation to the man’s crime.  This is what she writes:

The sorry world of the crack house . . .had seemed so distant from my world as the academic dean of a theological seminary.  But in truth, that “other” world was only a few miles from my home.  Where did that world start, and where did it stop?  “My world” was geographically close, but had I ever intentionally done anything at all to touch the lives in that “other” world?  Was I only involved to judge its inhabitants?  Or was there not a sense in which I was a participant in that world as well as mine, even if that participation were as an absentee neighbor?

But we don’t need an example from a theology book to ask those same sorts of questions.  We have the tragic example of the shooting at ABB, which brought to my mind the tragic shooting at Kirkwood City Hall 2 years ago.  What’s our role in these sorts of situations?  Judge?  Juror?  Participant?  Absentee neighbor?  And what do we do about them?  
As the news of ABB was unfolding on Thursday, I also couldn’t help but notice the dichotomy of that story against the story of Matt Holliday’s $120 million dollar contract.  No offense to the Cardinal’s fans, but where are our priorities?  Something is askew; the system is bent.  And I’m quite sure we’re called to do more than just shake our heads and say ain’t it a shame.  Our baptisms don’t allow us to sit content in our safe sanctuaries while systems of injustice threaten so many of God’s other beloved children.

Who are you?  You are a beloved child of God, loved by God and precious in God’s sight.  
Who are you?  You are a child of God, who has no reason to fear.

Who are you?  You are a child of God, who is not immune from the world’s tragedies.

Who are you?  You are a child of God, who is called to step into the world, because God has not only laid claim on you, God has laid claim on all those people the world treats badly.  And as a fellow child of God, you are called to do something about that.

Amen.
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