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 The baptism of Jesus is a story that has the gospel writers a little bamboozled. There’s a 

real clear sequence from one gospel to another. If we start with Mark, the earliest gospel, we find 

very little mention of the baptism, only that John did it and Jesus was identified as God’s 

Beloved. Then, in Luke and Matthew’s gospels we find a sort of hedging. Matthew feels 

compelled to explain why Jesus would need baptism through a little dialogue between him and 

John. Luke just glosses over the actual baptism, saying, “when all the people were baptized, and 

when Jesus also had been baptized…” We assume by John, although the verses we skipped over 

today tell about John’s arrest by Herod, so it’s a little ambiguous. And, finally, just to complete 

the sequence, in John’s gospel Jesus is never said to have been baptized at all. 

 

 So there’s a little discomfort with the idea of Jesus being baptized. Obviously, how can 

the One without sin be baptized for the forgiveness of sins? And if that’s the limit of our 

understanding of baptism, then it’s a problem. But suppose it’s not. Suppose the tradition itself 

has a broader understanding of baptism even than the writers, or more likely later copyists, did. 

Baptism is about more than forgiveness, washing away our sin. Baptism is meant to convey 

identity. It is a threshold or a portal from one life to the next.  

 

 A few years ago when my family and I were traveling in Ireland we visited an area in 

West Clare called The Burren. The Burren is a rugged, gray, moonscape type of terrain that goes 

for miles in all directions. It’s actually a sea bed left from when that part of Ireland was under 

water before it drifted from the southern hemisphere to where it is now hundreds of millions of 

years ago. Throughout the Burren are circle forts, small settlements of ancient people and in a 

few spots are places called spirit portals. They look like huge stone lean-tos and beneath them 

have been found the bones of people who died and were placed in caves until nothing was left 

but their bones, then their bones were moved to the portals so their spirits could pass through to 

the other side. 

 

 Baptism was such a portal for the early Christians. It was a spiritual passage meant to 

symbolize our relinquishing of one life to put on new life in Christ. As Paul writes, “Do you not 

know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? 

Therefore we have been buried with him by baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was raised 

from the dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life.” Baptism 

gives a new identity; we’re no longer our own, through it we acknowledge that we belong to 

God.  

 

 That’s why Jesus is depicted at the Jordan with John. He’s not seeking forgiveness; he’s 

acknowledging his identity as God’s own. And that’s why we follow him through the waters. By 

entering the waters of baptism we take on the journey Jesus began; we participate in Christ just 

as in Christ God participates in us.  

 



 But that intimacy isn’t unique to baptism or even to the early Christians. This passage 

from Isaiah reveals a relationship between God and Israel that, at the time of its setting, was 

thought to be all but over. Isaiah speaks a word of promise into Israel’s experience of exile and 

abandonment. We often think of the Exodus as the most important experience in Israel’s history, 

but really the most formative experience was exile in Babylon. From there Israel gathered its 

stories, re-evaluated its values, and learned through legend and history something about the 

nature of its God.  

 

 Isaiah articulates what Israel learns. God has not abandoned them; God has walked with 

them through flood and fire. But more than that God has sacrificed for them: “I give Egypt as 

your ransom, Ethiopia and Seba in exchange for you.” To modern ears that sounds like God 

playing favorites, but in the experience of Israel God is for them, maybe not exclusively but 

primarily. One of my favorite interpreters of scripture is Walter Brueggemann. What I appreciate 

most about his approach is he understands scripture as poetry. The writers aren’t saying 

something verifiable and absolute about God; they’re not writing doctrine. They’re offering a 

pathway for understanding the nature of Israel’s relationship with God.  

 

 It’s not necessary to assume that God happily causes the destruction of other nations for 

Israel’s sake. The poetry is meant to express the depth of God’s devotion: “Because you are 

precious in my sight, and honored, and I love you, I give people in return for you, nations in 

exchange for your life.” God will move heaven and earth for the love of Israel, this beleaguered, 

captive people. It’s a love song. “I have called you by name, you are mine.”  

 

 God’s anguish is revealed in Isaiah’s words. An anguish that can only be relieved by 

Israel’s willingness to turn to God and become new. And while this is an ancient song, it is 

meant for every generation. God calls to us over and over; God walks through the waters with us, 

endures the flames alongside us, all to show us we are not abandoned; we are God’s own. 

 

 That’s not an easy claim to sustain in a world where there is so much violence and fear 

and alienation. In one way or another we’re always languishing in exile and we’re always on the 

verge of Jordan, always waiting to enter the waters and make the passage from the old life to the 

new. Maybe that’s why the tradition has hung onto this story about Jesus so fiercely, in spite of 

the confusion and misunderstanding it can cause and all the mental gymnastics the gospel writers 

seem to go through to explain it. Jesus has to be there; he’s there because we are. 

 

 So, the question for us becomes can we enter the waters? Can we embrace God’s claim 

on us? In spite of who we’ve been or what we’ve done or how far from God we’ve strayed? 

God’s love song for Israel is meant for us, too. Jesus’ decision to be baptized is the first step on 

the path we’re invited to share with him. All we have to do is say, “Yes!”  

 

Amen 


