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Matthew 3:
1 In those days John the Baptist came preaching in the wilderness of Judea, 2 "Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand." 3For this is he who was spoken of by the prophet Isaiah when he said, "The voice of one crying in the wilderness: 'Prepare the way of the Lord; make his paths straight.'" 4Now John wore a garment of camel’s hair and a leather belt around his waist, and his food was locusts and wild honey. 5Then Jerusalem and all Judea and all the region about the Jordan were going out to him, 6and they were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins. 

7But when he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming to his baptism, he said to them, "You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? 8Bear fruit in keeping with repentance. 9And do not presume to say to yourselves, 'We have Abraham as our father,' for I tell you, God is able from these stones to raise up children for Abraham. 10Even now the axe is laid to the root of the trees. Every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. 

11 "I baptize you with water for repentance, but he who is coming after me is mightier than I, whose sandals I am not worthy to carry. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire. 12His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing floor and gather his wheat into the barn, but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire."

13 Then Jesus came from Galilee to the Jordan to John, to be baptized by him. 14 John would have prevented him, saying, "I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?" 15But Jesus answered him, "Let it be so now, for thus it is fitting for us to fulfill all righteousness." Then he consented. 16And when Jesus was baptized, immediately he went up from the water, and behold, the heavens were opened to him, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and coming to rest on him; 17and behold, a voice from heaven said, "This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased."

It is the third Sunday in our series concerning church and church membership.  And it is the Sunday the lectionary designates as Baptism Sunday.  This Sunday reviews the Baptism of Jesus, another one of those special times during the church year.
There are several questions concerning Baptism that relate to our ongoing discussion of church and church membership.  But first, we have to look at what the Bible says about Jesus’ baptism, and baptism in general.  


If you read the first part of chapter 3 of Matthew, you read an account of John the Baptist, or more accurately, John the Baptizer.  In all four gospels, we have an account of this unusual man and his public message to the people of Israel.  Who was he, and why was he important to Jesus?   Well, Luke identifies John as a cousin of Jesus.  And he was a very public figure!  He spoke out against the authorities of his time, both religious and political.  John is eventually killed by Herod, the Jewish ruler, because of his criticism of Herod’s marriage to his own half-brother’s wife.


But before all that, John preaches this message of baptism and repentance for the forgiveness of sin.  Now, this was a strange message when compared to the Jewish faith.  It suggested that the ritual Jewish practices were inadequate for the spiritual health of the people.  It was a direct challenge to the temple and the temple leaders.  


What then was this baptism thing?  We don’t see it in the Old Testament.  When the last book of the Old Testament is written, and the canon is compiled, there is no mention of baptism.  Where did this idea of baptism come from?  It clearly relates to the Jewish preparation for temple purity, the ritual cleansing required before the priests could lead worship, or for anyone to take part in official temple activities.  

Sometime between the end of the Old Testament around 400bc and the time of Jesus, it had become common practice for all Jewish believers to practice some form of ritual cleansing.  It was no longer restricted to just the priests and the levites: now it was for all.  We have archeological records of Jewish homes from the time of Jesus where there was a large open place obviously designed for filling with water and for human immersion.  So when John preaches, the Jews are familiar with some form of baptism by immersion.  


What distinguishes John’s baptism is the call to repentance and the baptism for the forgiveness of sins.  John is not talking about ritual cleansing so a person can go to the temple: he is preaching a cleansing that prepares a person to talk to God, to have a relationship with God.  And this is how John is preparing people for the arrival of Jesus.


Suddenly, Jesus is there.  And Jesus wants to be baptized.  Why does Jesus want this?  Is Jesus repenting and asking for forgiveness of his sins?  No, says Jesus, I just need to be baptized because it will “fulfill all righteousness”.   And so John baptizes Jesus.  And after Jesus comes up out of the water, he receives the divine approval in the form of a dove.  And this is our text today.

But we are still left with questions.  What does ‘fulfilling all righteousness’ mean?  Why does Jesus humble himself to go through this ritual?  And what does all this story have to do with us today?  Are we baptized for the same reason, whatever it is?


Well, I’m sure that a thousand theologians have answered the ‘fulfilling righteousness’ question a thousand and one different ways.  I simply read it to mean that Jesus was showing us that being baptized is important, and he was willing to model this behavior for us.  I think Jesus’ whole life was about modeling behavior for us.  And here he does it again.  Jesus is modeling the ritual that becomes one of the hallmarks of Christianity.


Because, as the Christian faith spread, baptism was always an important part of that faith.  The New Testament accounts of conversion tied belief and baptism, conversion and baptism, faith and baptism, so closely together that until this day, some people think that baptism is conversion, is faith, is belief.  For many, the ritual is the fact, the image is the reality.  People, say some, are saved when they are baptized.  But I’m sure that a careful reading of the New Testament will show that baptism was, as has been said so often, the outward display of an inward event.  It is the way that we show that we have been converted, that we have become Christian.


For the early church during the first 250 years of Christianity, baptism was the most elaborate ritual it had.  Baptism, and preparation for baptism, became our season of Easter, a time of preparation to be a member of the church, a time of preparing to be one of the believers gathered as the church.  While John practiced something that was close to immersion, during the early years the church began to pour water over the heads of the new converts.  This was most likely because of the logistics of their situation.  They were an underground, forbidden, hidden, church in dry lands.  Immersion was probably not possible in many cases.


Now most of you know that I was raised a Baptist, and that my flavor of Christianity has always emphasized the importance of baptism in a particular way.  Baptists have historically insisted on the baptism of adults only, no infants.  Baptists have also insisted on immersion, because of the wonderful symbolism of being buried in the water and then rising up.  But I am here to tell you that the form of baptism is not nearly as important as what it represents.  We must not mistake the image for the reality.

So baptism has historically been the ritual of belonging for the church.  We have rituals of belonging in most human groups.  If you join a club, at some time you must do something to show that you recognize what you are joining.  When you go into the Army, it is an oath.  When you get married, it is the ceremony of marriage.  Joining a human group implies some ritual of belonging, of entering into the new relationship.  And for Christian churches, this has always been baptism.


Most churches do not require that you get baptized again when you move from one church to another.  This is a recognition that we are all members of one church: the church universal that we talked about during the first week.  But, we usually want a letter from the previous church saying you were a member there.  And this implies that at some time you were baptized.  Sometimes, churches in a different denomination will ask for people to be re-baptized, but this is rare, and becoming rarer. 
For this church, as for most churches I am familiar with, baptism is required at some time in life in order to be a member.  Many are baptized as infants, and regard that as enough.  Others are baptized as adults, and some even at a very advanced age.  It was my privilege two years ago to baptize by immersion a couple who were both 89 years of age.  No, I did not pressure them to do this: they came and asked me.  I was thrilled to be asked and said yes.  I will say that when you baptize people who are 89 years old, and put them under the water, you are thinking just one thing: don’t drop them.  Fortunately, all went well.  And I’m sure I was more scared than they were.


So where does this leave us in the post-modern age?  Is baptism still relevant?  Is church membership still relevant?  We heard last week about a person who wanted to attend church anonymously.  Do people still want to be members, or do they just want to attend without joining, without the ritual of belonging?   We will talk next week about what the church needs to function in this western culture, and what that does to our doctrines and practices.

To me, the question of baptism is a question of practice, of procedure.  Many, most, of the arguments that have resulted in splits in denominations have been over these kind of practices.  And this is why many people today have so little patience with churches, and so little desire to be part of ‘organized’ religion.  It is for sure that most church members today do NOT know why their church, their denomination, baptizes the way it does.   


I think we still need a ritual of belonging, maybe more than even before.  We are in a world that has no community, no belonging.  People are looking for that connection, that formal connection, even more than ever, even if they don’t know it.  But the church must make space and time for the visitors to come to the awareness of this important necessity.  And we must be a church that attracts people to our faith and practice.  

And we must find creative ways to address the process of membership.  I don’t think we should abandon baptism, but we must make it meaningful and awe-inspiring so people can again understand its importance.  Like so many things in our faith today, we are called to be faithful to our traditions, but do so in a creative manner.  


For instance, I was briefly part of a church that called everyone who attended regularly ‘members’.  But those who had officially joined were referred to as ‘stewards’.  This bit of word-smithing was designed to make everyone feel good while not really changing the reality.  I did not think it was a particularly good solution, but at least they were trying.


In closing today, I quote Paul writing to the church at Corinth: “For in one Spirit we were all baptized into one body— Jews or Greeks, slaves or free—and all were made to drink of one Spirit.”
