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We talked a couple of weeks ago about the fact that among the four gospels only St. Matthew and St. Luke describe the birth of Jesus. St. John begins his gospel by revealing Jesus' cosmic identity--he is the Word of God who has been with God since before time began. Today's gospel lesson gives us the very beginning of St. Mark's gospel.

St. Mark starts off by asserting the two most important claims the church makes about Jesus of Nazareth. First, he is Christ, the anointed one, the savior, the Messiah of Israel whom God promised in the Old Testament--and, second, Jesus is the second person of God the Holy Trinity--the Son of God.

St. Mark's story begins not with shepherds or wise men, but thirty years later with the baptism of Jesus. This is the moment of Jesus' first public epiphany--when he moved out of the obscurity of his normal home life in Nazareth and onto the more brightly-lighted stage of history.

Two Old Testament prophets--Isaiah and Malachi--had said that someone would appear just before the Messiah came to get people ready for him. Their prophecies are fulfilled in John the Baptist who attracts attention by preaching repentance and baptism on the banks of the Jordan River.

We take it for granted that the first thing someone has to do if he wants to be a Christian is to get himself baptized. "Baptism" literally means "getting wet." Even though Judaism offers various kinds of ritual bathings and washings, a specific baptism was not a requirement.

John was preaching that the Messiah was about to appear, and that the way people should get themselves ready for him was to admit their sins and say they were sorry for them--that is, repent. To show that they had repented, John. dunked them in the river--an outward bath to symbolize an inner cleansing.

Now, of course, part of what we believe about Jesus is that he is morally perfect--free from the taint of Original Sin and free from ever having committed any actual sins. So it seems odd that he comes to the Jordan to present himself to John for this baptism of repentance.

But, later on, John the Baptist says that the reason he baptized was that God had told him that he was going to baptize the Messiah--and that John would know who he was because the Holy Ghost would descend upon him and remain on him. St. Mark describes how that happened: "And straightway coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens opened, and the Spirit, like a dove descending upon him."

So the primary purpose of the baptism of Jesus is, in a sense, advertising. His baptism showed both John the Baptist and the large crowd that was gathered by the Jordan that Jesus is the Messiah--because the dove showed that he was anointed with the Holy Ghost--and also the Son of God--because the Father spoke from heaven and said, "Thou art my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased."

Jonh the Baptist also said that the Messiah would offer mankind a baptism greater than his--"l indeed have baptized you with water: but he shall baptize you with the Holy Ghost." This squares with what Jesus says later on, "Except a man be born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter into the Kingdom of God."

The baptism Jesus brought is the baptism the church provides. It is much more than the purely symbolic baptism of John. We baptize in the name of the Trinity--as Jesus told us to--because baptism takes us into the life of the Trinity. God lives his eternal life in us and through us by the Holy Ghost. We don't have to look at God as someone or something out there somewhere--we are united to him.

Jesus' baptism also attacks the root of sin. The people whom John - baptized may have been quite sincere in their desire to change their ways, but after they got dunked they were still on their own. We know our best efforts and intentions are not enough--we need help from outside, and we need to apply it inside.

The Christian diagnosis of sin is quite realistic--far from the sentimental trap of thinking we sin because of outside forces which distort and pervert our inner goodness. The Bible says we have no inner goodness. We do bad things because we are bad--the explanation for human sin lies inside us--in our hearts. Jesus' baptism gets the Holy Ghost in there where, if we let him, he can do us some real good.

And, finally, it is baptism which shows us that we are all connected. Having a resentful or judgmental or vengeful attitude toward our fellow Christians--especially ones who worship in the same building--is forbidden--because what we do to other Christians, we are doing to ourselves.

St. Paul writes, "We, being many, are one body in Christ, and everyone members one of another." And, "For by one Spirit are we all baptized into one body, whether we be Jews or Gentiles, whether we be bond or free; and have been all made to drink into one Spirit."

