January 9, 2011

Isaiah 42:1-9; Psalm 29; Acts 10:34-43; Matthew 3:13-17

Today, we call to mind the baptism of Jesus and we hear the story unfold from Matthew's gospel.  We have heard of John the Baptist before during the season of Advent just before Christmas.  John preached about the coming of the kingdom of heaven, telling us with some sense of urgency and expectation, this One who is to come, this One whose sandals we are not worthy to untie, this One who comes to wash us with the fires of heaven and to cleanse us with the Spirit from above.  John has in his imagination a huge, majestic figure coming down from heaven, coming with a winnowing fork in one hand, coming with an unquenchable fire in the other.  This is John the Baptist.  But this morning he is not bellowing to the crowds or accusing anyone of being a brood of vipers.  He is, this morning, in the story of the baptism of Jesus, standing knee deep in the waters of the Jordan River, dressed in garments of camel’s hair and dining on the finest locusts that the Kidron Valley had to offer.  But John does not offer Jesus these culinary delicacies: he offers Jesus instead a baptism of repentance in the waters of the Jordan.  

It may be of interest to know that Matthew, Mark and Luke all tell of this story of Jesus’ baptism.  All have the stories of the dove fluttering above.  All have a voice from heaven.  All agree on the location of this aquatic ceremony.  However, Matthew makes some interesting changes in the story.  Matthew, Mark and Luke open the scene as Jesus comes to the Jordan to be baptized, but only in Matthew does John question the Master’s request.  John objects, or as the King James Bible puts it, “forbids” and tells Jesus, “I need to be baptized by you.”   “Let it be so for now,” Jesus says, “for it is proper for us in this way to fulfill all righteousness”.  And without a word, John agrees.  John listens, John obeys, John quietly consents.  And as I read this story, Jesus listens, Jesus obeys and Jesus quietly consents too.  Jesus places his life into the hands of the Baptist simply because his Father wishes it done so.  Obedience is sweet that day: Jesus comes up out of the water, the heavens open, doves flutter so gracefully through the air, Jesus hears a voice of love from the heart of God.   But later in Matthew’s gospel, Jesus will realize that obedience is not always so sweet.   Jesus will move into a place, a lonely place, where obedience costs.   Later in the story, Jesus will remain obedient as he places his life not in the hands of John, but in the hands of people like Caiaphas, Pilate and a frantic mob.  Jesus will remain obedient to others who hold the whip and drive the nails.  Jesus will remain on the Cross in obedience to a God he no longer can hear or understands.  Perhaps in ways that only become clear as we move our way through Matthew’s gospel, the journey to the Cross begins at the Jordan as Jesus embarks on the path of obedience and humility. 

I see these things in the story of the baptism of Jesus – obedience, humility and yes, I even hear the sound of love.  So, it is not surprising that in Matthew’s gospel, we would also find this word “righteousness”.  We first heard in Matthew’s gospel when Joseph first heard that Mary was pregnant.   Joseph did not want to expose her to public disgrace because he was a “righteous man”.  And here again at the baptism of Jesus, that word appears in the text.   Righteousness, it seems is something that John and Jesus fulfill together: it is proper for “us” to fulfill all righteousness.  So, what do they do to accomplish this?  Well, I do not think righteousness is fulfilled simply by immersing Jesus in the waters of the Jordan.  I think it goes deeper than that.  And as I look more carefully at this story from Matthew’s gospel, it seems to me that whatever he means by righteousness, it is fulfilled, it is revealed, it begins to emerge in relationships like we see between Jesus and John, relationships where humility, obedience and love find room to grow.  Righteousness in Matthew’s gospel is not about compliance with law, rules and regulations.  It is more than that.  Much more than that.  It is deeper than that.  Righteousness is about a posture of the heart, it is that inner disposition of grace, righteousness is about serving one another in love, and seeking the desires of God in every situation, attentive to the movements of wisdom, moving along the paths of humility and obedience.  

The first reading is from Isaiah.  It comes from chapter 42, a time when the people of Israel were coming to an end of their captivity in Babylon.  When they were living in Jerusalem, it was easy for them to understand what righteousness was all about: you go to the Temple, you offer the sacrifices, you follow the Law.  Not that they did that very well, but they at least were surrounded by the various resources and tools of their religion.  They had in their hands the things they needed to do to fulfill all righteousness.  In Exile in Babylon, it is quite a different story.  There was no Temple.  There were no commandments.  They could not offer the sacrifices.  At one point, even praying to a deity other than those sanctioned by the Babylonian government was a dangerous thing to do.  The people of Israel in Exile had to learn a whole new way of what it meant to live a life of righteousness.  And this is where the preaching of someone like Isaiah comes in.  Isaiah will talk about establishing justice, and even about sustaining even the dimmest light of a smoldering ember.  Isaiah will talk about opening the eyes of the blind and setting prisoners free.  Isaiah will even talk about turning away from idols which the people of Israel were confronted with every day in a city like Babylon.  And while these are all part of what it means to live a life of righteousness, I think we need to hear more carefully about how this passage begins: it begins with a word of love: “here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen in whom my soul delights”.   This, it seems to me, is where righteousness begins – in the same place as it begins with John the Baptist and Jesus of Nazareth.  A relationship of love and humility, an experience of loving obedience to the call of God’s grace.

When Isaiah speaks about “my servant, whom I uphold”, this word uphold is the kind beholding, tending, wondering, like a mother who holds carefully her new born child.  There is tenderness and a strength that is implied here, this is a servant who is upheld by the ever-abiding love from God.  And it is this love that makes room for a life of righteousness.    And later, as Isaiah talks about “my chosen, in whom my soul delights”.  This sense of being chosen, called, set apart, and deeply loved by God is what come through in this passage.  That sense of being chosen goes hand in hand with the sense of infinite delight that God has upon his servant.  This is a love and a delight that washes away and redeems this is a love and delight that makes all things new and holds open some space for you and me to start again.  This is a love and delight that truly sets us free, that opens our eyes that picks us up and dusts us off, and allows us to walk more fully in a life of righteousness.  

So, what does it mean for you and me to live a life of righteousness?  I am not exactly sure, and perhaps it will look differently for each one of us.  But I do know where this life begins.  It begins here and it begins now, it begins as we look more carefully at the preaching of Isaiah and the relationship we see between a poorly dressed prophet named John and a carpenter from Nazareth.  When Matthew gave up his life as a tax collector and began those first fragile steps of faith as a disciple of Jesus Christ, he did not know what a life of righteousness was about either.  He was told by the religious leaders over and over again that he was unrighteous – he knew what a life of rejection, never measuring up, and judgment was all about.  What he needed was to be set free from that kind of prison, he needed to open his eyes to a new way of seeing the world.  And he uncovered these things, and more, as he set aside one way of life, and turned to follow Jesus Christ.  Matthew was willing to surrender all, follow the Lord, not counting the cost.  And may it be so for you and may it be so for me.  Righteousness revealed as love is poured down from heaven into your heart and into mine.  Righteousness revealed as you and I quietly hear that voice reminding how much we are loved.  Righteousness revealed as we remember that we are chosen, we are called, and despite all the evidence to the contrary, God really does actually delight in us.  Righteousness revealed as we see more and more how God upholds us.  Righteousness revealed in those moments of love, humility and obedience.  Righteousness reveled here and now, as you rest in the quietness of this place, and hear the voice of the One who calls you by name: Behold my servant, my son, my daughter, my beloved, in whom my soul delights.

