January 10, 2010              Baptism of the Lord                   Luke 3: 1-22
 Prayer: Dear Lord, We are dizzy with the possibilities that this new year brings. Help us to make our choices your choices, our desires your desires, our work, your work. In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen. 

Forgetting to land

 
In October of last year, two Northwest Airlines pilots left San Diego with 144 passengers. They were headed to Minneapolis. 
Near the end of the flight, air traffic controllers couldn’t raise them on the radio. They got other pilots in the area to try to contact them on other radio frequencies. No answer.


They tried sending text messages with chimes. Still no answer.

For 77 minutes, Flight 188 was missing in action.

Understandably rather frantic in this day and age, the controllers notified the White House. The White House readied National Guard jets for takeoff in case the plane had been hijacked and needed to be shot down.


Finally, a flight attendant, realizing it was past time for the plane to touch down, buzzed the crew on an intercom. The buzz jolted them, they said, from deep concentration on their laptops. Belatedly they realized they had overshot Minneapolis by 150 miles and were over Wisconsin.


They forgot to land.


Once they realized their mistake, the pilots turned the plane around and headed back to Minneapolis. The air traffic controllers, still edgy, made them perform several maneuvers to prove the plane really was Flight 188. Then they allowed them to land. 


Everyone was safe -- well, except the pilots:  The Federal Aviation Administration yanked their licenses. 


Apparently, forgetting to land is frowned upon in commercial aviation.    

Sometimes we in the church can forget to land. In other words, we forget the basics. We get so involved in doing very good work -- in following Jesus’ instructions, in fact -- that we forget the larger picture. 


And the larger picture is accepting Jesus Christ as savior. Living as a disciple of Jesus. Living with a mind ready and an ear cocked for what he would have us do.


Today is Baptism of the Lord Sunday, that day we reflect on why we baptize. We baptize because Jesus was baptized. We baptize because it is the way we show our submission to Christ.


All four gospel writers write about Jesus’ baptism. But as in so many cases, Luke inserts some information that the others don’t. He inserts a story that’s out of chronological order. His little insert bumfuzzles the creators of the lectionary, the three-year cycle of Scriptures that many churches use as preaching guides. 

So they left it out of the lectionary.


But I think the information is important, so we are going to put it back in as we read today’s Scripture passage. 

As we begin, Luke is going to ground our story firmly in history. Herod the Great, the evil king who was on the throne when the wise men found Jesus in Matthew’s story, is dead. You may remember that he ordered all the baby boys of Bethlehem killed when he learned the wise men had tricked him and left the country. He was attempting to kill the baby Jesus, but he failed.

With Herod the Great dead, his kingdom was divided into four parts, a tetrarchy. The Herod mentioned here is one of his sons. Please turn with me to Luke 3: 1-14 and let’s read together. 

In the fifteenth year of the reign of Emperor Tiberius, when Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea, and Herod was ruler* of Galilee, and his brother Philip ruler* of the region of Ituraea and Trachonitis, and Lysanias ruler* of Abilene, 2during the high-priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to John son of Zechariah in the wilderness. 3He went into all the region around the Jordan, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins, 4as it is written in the book of the words of the prophet Isaiah,
‘The voice of one crying out in the wilderness:
“Prepare the way of the Lord,
   make his paths straight. 
5Every valley shall be filled,
   and every mountain and hill shall be made low,
and the crooked shall be made straight,
   and the rough ways made smooth; 
6and all flesh shall see the salvation of God.” ’ 

7 John said to the crowds that came out to be baptized by him, ‘You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? 8Bear fruits worthy of repentance. Do not begin to say to yourselves, “We have Abraham as our ancestor”; for I tell you, God is able from these stones to raise up children to Abraham. 9Even now the axe is lying at the root of the trees; every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire.’ 

10 And the crowds asked him, ‘What then should we do?’ 11In reply he said to them, ‘Whoever has two coats must share with anyone who has none; and whoever has food must do likewise.’ 12Even tax-collectors came to be baptized, and they asked him, ‘Teacher, what should we do?’ 13He said to them, ‘Collect no more than the amount prescribed for you.’ 14Soldiers also asked him, ‘And we, what should we do?’ He said to them, ‘Do not extort money from anyone by threats or false accusation, and be satisfied with your wages.’ 

John the Baptist is baptizing and preaching about the coming Messiah. His baptism is based upon repentance.

And the crowds don’t understand exactly how that repentance should look on the other side of baptism: “What then should we do?” they ask John. (Luke 3:10)

And John tells them about specific behaviors that will illustrate true repentance:

He who has coats and food must share them.

Tax collectors must work honestly, collecting only what is owned and not skimming off the top as was the expectation.

Soldiers should not extort or threaten people.

In other words, do the right thing. Repent of the old way of life and begin living in a different way. That was what baptism meant to John.

And that is what baptism meant to Luke. The other gospel writers do not link baptism to care for the poor. But Luke does. Luke, the champion of shepherds and women and tax collectors and prostitutes, links baptism to care for the poor, to the sharing of coats and food.
The other gospel writers don’t link baptism to honesty and integrity. But Luke does.

As John the Baptizer spoke about how life should look on the other side of this repentance, he spoke with authority. And people began asking each other, Well, is he the Messiah?

Now let’s read today’s Scripture (Luke 3: 15-22), and see what happens next.   

15 As the people were filled with expectation, and all were questioning in their hearts concerning John, whether he might be the Messiah,* 16John answered all of them by saying, ‘I baptize you with water; 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 and fire. 17His winnowing-fork is in his hand, to clear his threshing-floor and to gather the wheat into his granary; but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire.’ 

18 So, with many other exhortations, he proclaimed the good news to the people. 19But Herod the ruler, who had been rebuked by him because of Herodias, his brother’s wife, and because of all the evil things that Herod had done, 20added to them all by shutting up John in prison. 

 21 Now when all the people were baptized, and when Jesus also had been baptized and was praying, the heaven was opened, 22and the Holy Spirit descended upon him in bodily form like a dove. And a voice came from heaven, ‘You are my Son, the Beloved;* with you I am well pleased.’* 

No, John answers the crowds. I’m most certainly not the Messiah. “One who is more powerful than I is coming …. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire.”

The lectionary recommends we leave out verses 18-20 about Herod putting John in prison. And you can see why. It’s out of sequence. 


John goes to prison. And then he baptizes Jesus. Obviously, these events are out of chronological order.


But I think Luke is telling the story this way for a reason. He’s telling us to show the danger. Do you remember two weeks ago when we talked about the prophet Simeon meeting the six-week old baby Jesus in the temple? After thanking God for letting him see the Messiah, Simeon turned to Mary and warned her that “a sword will pierce your own soul, too.” (Luke 2: 35)

 
The same thing is going on here. Following this Christ is not going to be all light and glory.


All four of the gospel writers tell virtually the same story of Jesus’  baptism and the Holy Spirit descending upon him like a dove. But Luke breaks away from the crowd by including these sentences about John’s imprisonment at the hands of this new Herod, ruler of Galilee.


Only Luke inserts this frightening element within the baptism story itself: Herod shuts John up in prison because John has rebuked him for marrying his sister-in-law and for “all the evil things Herod has done.”


In the midst of this glorious baptism scene, where no less than a voice from heaven identifies Jesus as “My Son the Beloved,” the earthly ruler throws the Baptizer into prison.


This baptism stuff is not for the fainthearted. The one who participates in Jesus’s baptism is imprisoned.


And if we live as a truly baptized people, we may very well suffer as John did, as Jesus did.


Now, no one’s going to throw us in prison in Greenville, SC, in the year 2010 for Christian baptism. But that does not mean that joining the family of God is without cost.


For if we are truly baptized into Christian discipleship, it means a new way of living. It means a radical re-ordering of our priorities, of the way we treat each other. 

Just as it did in John’s and Jesus’ day, it means sharing our coats and our food.

It means dealing honestly at work.

It means refusing to exploit others.

It means giving up self to become a disciple of Jesus Christ. 


“If any want to become my followers,” Jesus said, “let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.” (Mark 8: 34)


We used those very words from Mark’s gospel in Wayne’s baptism this morning. We use those words because they define the denial of self that should occur when we commit to Christ, when we commit to his baptism. And that denial can be as scary to us as Herod’s power was to John the Baptist.      

 Let’s look next at the familiar story of the Holy Spirit descending onto Jesus after the baptism. This is not the first time Jesus is being joined by the Holy Spirit.


That happened when the angel came to Mary and announced that she would conceive, back in chapter 1.


“How can this be, since I am a virgin?” she asked. (Luke 1: 34)

 
“The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you,” the angel replied. (Luke 1: 35)


Thirty years later, the Holy Spirit descends upon Jesus at the beginning of his ministry, and we hear these words from heaven: “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you, I am well pleased.”


The coming of the Holy Spirit does not make Jesus the son of God.


That has already happened.


In the same way, baptism does not make us Christians. That has already happened.


Baptism is our public acknowledgement, our public ceremony of welcome into Christian discipleship, into the brotherhood of Christians.


We are baptized because Jesus Christ was baptized.


 We are baptized because, even though John the Baptizer went to prison, we believe that following the Christ is worth the risk.


If you are ready to make that decision, we invite you to come forward during our closing hymn today, or to see me at any time over the next few months so we can schedule your baptism. 


We spend a lot of time here talking about care for the poor and personal responsibility and freedom from addiction. But we mustn’t forget to land. We mustn’t forget to offer God’s redeeming love.

The waters of baptism are flowing at Triune if you are ready to deny yourself, take up your cross and follow Jesus.   
 Amen.

