
FROM AMNESIA TO MEMORY
Isaiah 42:1-4

Matthew 3:13-17
WHY WAS JESUS BAPTIZED?


Matthew has a problem. Here he has this story from Mark about the baptism of Jesus that everyone knows to be true, but those in Matthew’s church are asking, “Why was Jesus baptized?” Matthew tells us in verse 6 that people are coming to John for a baptism of repentance for forgiveness of sins. Yet Jesus comes intentionally from his home in Galilee to Judea for baptism by John. Why would Jesus want to be baptized for forgiveness of sins?


Not Matthew, but another Gospel account that is not in our Bible, The Gospel to the Nazareans, tells us that Mary and Jesus’ brothers suggest to him, “John the Baptist is baptizing for the remission of sins. Let us go and be baptized by him.” Jesus responds, "What sin have I committed that I should go and be baptized by John? Unless possibly what I have just said is a sin of ignorance." 1 This Gospel to the Nazareans is not in our Bible precisely because the four Gospel accounts in our Bible do not tell us that Jesus goes to be baptized by John to have his sin forgiven. These Gospel accounts tell us consistently that Jesus is without sin.


If not to be baptized for forgiveness of sins, why was Jesus baptized? Some people say that Jesus was baptized so that he could become the Son of God. After all, God says to him and to the crowd that day, "This is my Son, the beloved, with whom I am well pleased" (3:17). Yet the Gospel accounts do not tell us that Jesus becomes the unique Son of God at baptism. 
These gospels also do not tell us that Jesus discovers his sonship at baptism. Matthew, even more than Mark and Luke, tells us that Jesus' special sonship is proclaimed not quietly to Jesus but to everyone present. In other words, we do not hear as in Luke’s account, “You are my Son, the Beloved,” (3:22) but in Matthew we hear a public announcement: “This is my Son, the Beloved.” Rather than an awakening by Jesus, this is a pronouncement of who Jesus already is. 

Why was Jesus baptized by John? Some say that Jesus wanted to "set an example" for all believers. Jesus does, of course, set an example for us to be baptized for the forgiveness of sins. Yet to say that Jesus only made the trip from Galilee to Judea just to set an example for us empties the event of most of its significance. Good examples are not set by those who are consciously trying to set examples. Good examples are set by those who are trying to be faithful to their calling in life. 

Why, then, does Jesus go to John to be baptized? If you compare the story in Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, you will notice that only Matthew--not Mark, not Luke, not John--provides a dialogue between John the Baptist and Jesus over whether John should baptize Jesus. In other words, John the Baptizer asks Matthew’s question and our question, “Why baptize Jesus?” Not only the question but also Jesus' answer appears only in Matthew in verse 15: "Let it be." (Jesus sounds like Paul McCartney of the Beatles, "Let it be, let it be. . . .") "Let it be so now; for it is proper for us in this way to fulfill all righteousness." 


The word "fulfill" here means "to make full, to fill full, to bring to completion." And righteousness is a prominent word in Matthew's Gospel, used seven times throughout the gospel (see 5:10, 20; 6:1). A simple definition of righteousness in Matthew is “an act of human obedience that carries out a divine calling.”  In being baptized, Jesus is said to fulfill "all righteousness." That is, in this act, somehow all the righteous expectations of God are being caught up and fulfilled in this Jesus. 

Jesus wants John to baptize him to “fulfill all righteousness” or, as the New English Bible puts it, “to do all that God requires.” I believe that at his baptism Jesus is demonstrating that he is willing to follow God's call for his life.  At his baptism Jesus does not discover his life's calling but confirms his willingness to follow that calling. During the next days Jesus goes to the wilderness to struggle with what that calling is and what it is not. Matthew tells us that is why Jesus is baptized: Jesus is being obedient to the call of God in order “to do all that God requires.” In his baptism Jesus says “Yes” to God. 
FROM AMNESIA TO MEMORY


Jesus and the crowd hear God quote what we have already heard from the first servant song of Isaiah 42:1, "This is my Son, the beloved, with whom I am well pleased." I believe Jesus went from Galilee to John at the Jordan to be baptized so each day he could wake up and remember who he was. I believe Jesus was baptized because he saw himself as a special child of God with whom the Lord was well pleased.  In his baptism Jesus was declaring to the world that he was not a nomad wandering aimlessly in the world but a pilgrim waking up each day to fulfill the Lord’s plan for his life.


We are talking this month about what it’s like to be nomads. Some of us feel dislocated, lost in the universe, unmoored, without a clear direction, and without hope. In her book Christianity for the Rest of Us: How the Neighborhood Church is Transforming the Faith, Diana Butler Bass lists five common traits of nomadic existence: radical individualism, aimlessness, consumption, fragmentation, and forgetfulness. 2 This month in worship we are looking at each of these five traits and last week we considered radical individualism. Today we consider the forgetfulness due to amnesia. In other words, nomads can’t declare where they have been, who they are, or where they are going. Pilgrims can. 
Well, sometimes. I heard the other day of three signs of old age. One is forgetfulness and I can’t remember the other two. Or was it three? I can’t remember. 

My parents love to tell a story about two older people. I think they tell it because it hits close to home. Husband and wife are in their easy chairs watching TV. The wife says, “I sure would like some ice cream.” 


“I’ll get it for you!” he says cheerfully. 


“Well, I want vanilla ice cream . . . with chocolate syrup . . . and nuts . . . and sprinkles. And don’t forget the cherry!” 


The husband is gone a long time and finally comes back with bacon and eggs. 


She looks at him with disgust and says, “I knew it! You forgot the toast!”


Forgetfulness. As I said last week, I believe each of us has spiritual hungers and each of us is seeking more meaning in our hectic lives. And I believe that the faith community can help us in our forgetfulness to remember who we are and whose we are. 


Diana Butler Bass has studied about forty faith communities and has found that they are communities of memory. Oh, they are not communities of dry, lifeless tradition but are faith communities who tell the story of how the Lord has always been seeking us, finding us, forgiving us, loving us, and calling us to serve others. As I said last week, I believe we cannot remember on our own. We need a community who helps us remember the parents and grandparents who have gone before us; for memory is dependent on relationships and when relationships are broken, memory is impossible.
Diana Butler Bass tells us, “They simply wanted to remember. By remembering, spiritual nomads locate themselves in a story, find new-old traditions, discover a heritage that makes sense of their experience, and recreate family. Remembering meant just that—pulling together the fragments of fractured existence and putting them back together” 3

I believe that each of us desires to be on a spiritual journey and I believe we need one another as we travel as pilgrims following the call of God for our lives. I believe each pilgrim and each faith community is seeking to connect to meaningful tradition, to follow practices of the life of faith, and to live God’s dream. Tradition, practice, and wisdom to see and follow God’s call are at the heart of the life of faith. I believe we need the faith community to remember who we are and whose we are. 
Even though the Gospels do not state it, I believe Jesus remembered his baptism every day. At his baptism Jesus wants “to do all that God requires.” Isn’t that why you were baptized? Perhaps it was last year or sixty years ago when you were baptized. This is Baptism of the Lord Sunday in churches throughout the world. Last year on this Sunday we baptized some new believers. The baptistery is empty this morning, so we will offer a time for each of us to remember our baptismal vows, to renew our baptism and to say, “We will do all that God requires.” We want to say “Yes” to our Lord. 
Please come forward at this time and stand with Jesus and renew your baptismal vows. If you have not been baptized, please come forward and show you are willing to say “Yes” to God in your life and to fulfill all righteousness in your life. Whether or not you have been baptized, everyone is welcome to come forward to symbolize you are willing to say “Yes” to God.  And then listen not just with your ears but also with your heart to the blessing, “You are God’s beloved child with whom God is well pleased.” 

Discipline of Reflection: Remembering Our Baptism 

HYMN 356 We, Your People, God, Confessing
Blessing

Remember you are a beloved child of God.

We will live for God!

You have been baptized as a follower of Christ.

We will live for God!

You are made one in the Spirit of God.

We will live for God!

Go in the love of God, the grace of Christ, 
and the unity of the Spirit.

We will live for God!
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