1st Sunday after Epiphany
Scripture:
Isaiah 42:1-9


Matthew 3:13-17

Well, you mend your clothes and patch your roof

and slivers of God’s shattered truth 

grow tender as the grass in clean swept yards. 

But a savior came and told us how the truth was all around us now: 

abandon house and field and gather up the shards…

And, you know, the scriptures tell—

there are a few shards left in hell 

and if we want God we have to follow, follow him down.




~Dar Williams





“God Descended”

Jack’s first word was, “Wow!”  He used to toddle around the house saying, “Wow!  Wow!” As if his own ability to walk was awesome to him, there he’d go:  “Wow!  Wow!”  I recognized even then that this was likely telling me a lot.  And it was: not a temperate person, Jack has continued to be either enthused or outraged by most things.  
In fact, the other day, nearing days’ end, when he was outraged and screaming, I held him in my arms—something he let me do in spite of the fact that I was the source of the outrage.  I said to him, “You sound tired, honey.”  

“No I don’t!” he screamed.  “Do you remember what I told you?” he screamed.  

He’d recently told me, at the end of another day when he sounded tired and I told him so, that he is never tired.  “That you’re never tired?” I said.  

“Yes!” he screamed.  

“Do you know what you used to do,” I asked him, “when you were a baby just before you fell asleep?”  

“What?” he said, now not quite screaming.  

“You used to scream.  You’d scream and scream; in my arms, for about a half an hour, you’d scream.  And then you’d fall asleep.”  I showed him what it looked like:  “Aaaahh!  Aaaahh!  Aah…zzz.”  
Now he was laughing.

Their own origin stories are about as soothing as anything I’ve ever tried with my children.  Sometimes I impose them; other times they request them.  At the end of a challenging day a couple weeks ago, Toby asked me where all his baby pictures are.  I took out the album and we sat looking at them for quite a while.  
We probably feel we’ve been immersed lately in origin stories.  The nativity narratives that guide us through the last two weeks of Advent and the only two weeks of Christmas tell the story of the origin of Jesus in such a lovely way.  But I confess, I agree with most biblical scholars who assert that there’s little historicity at work in these narratives.  The fact that there’s no agreement among the four gospels about the birth of Jesus indicates this.  The earliest written gospel, Mark, doesn’t say a word about his birth.  The two that come next, Matthew and Luke, tell quite different stories from one another—Luke’s featuring the angel visiting Mary and Mary’s magnificent song, Mary and Joseph’s journey to Bethlehem and their finding shelter in a stable for the inn being booked, Jesus now born wrapped in swaddling clothes and lying in a manger and shepherds coming in from the fields where the heavenly host had found them tending their flocks now rejoicing at the sign for them of good news which is for all people; and Matthew’s featuring the angel visiting Joseph in a dream that he should take Mary to be his wife for the child she was carrying was of the Holy Spirit, Jesus being born in a house in Bethlehem which Magi eventually find by following a newly rising star, and the Holy Family fleeing to Egypt to escape the murderous king Herod.  The latest written gospel, John, goes all the way back to the beginning of time to tell a story more metaphysical than merely physical, and then skips ahead to where Mark begins, at Jesus’ baptism.  
So, here is the earliest point in the life of Jesus on which all four gospels do agree: Jesus’ baptism in the river Jordan by John.  Here is the real origin story of Jesus—which, of course, might not serve to soothe an upset Jesus, now that I think of it.  After all, what’s revealed here might itself be felt as upsetting—the heavens opening to him, the Spirit of God descending on him like a dove and alighting on him, most of all this voice speaking of him, “This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.”  They’re words that, on one level, sound flattering, encouraging; but, when you consider the message they recall, they’re portentous, indeed.   
We have such a brief snapshot of this great scene this morning because we’ve already heard the first part of this story—back in Advent when, as always on the second Sunday of the season, we met up with the herald of Advent, John the Baptizer.  Then it was established that John had come out of the wilderness of Judea proclaiming a baptism of repentance; that the people from Jerusalem and all Judea were going out to him to be baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins; and that Sadducees and Pharisees were also going out, perhaps recognizing their own need for repentance.  But John didn’t make them feel altogether welcome.  “You brood of vipers,” he scolded them.  “Who warned you to flee the wrath to come?”  Also, then, as always, I mentioned my understanding of repentance, which in Greek is metanoia and which I hear in contrast to paranoia—both being a sort of –noia, a sort of knowledge; but the latter being knowledge that is split off from itself, lacking integrity, lacking truth, and yet characterizing (paranoid) a lot of religious ideology; and the former being knowledge that extends before and beyond what we think we know to a broader and deeper knowledge that is the knowledge of God.  Call it awe; call it faith; the Bible calls it the fear of the Lord, this knowing that is an unknowing and is therefore the beginning of wisdom. 
We return to this scene this morning to pick up where we left off a month ago, with Jesus coming out from Galilee to be baptized by John.  Matthew’s gospel works the hardest to explain why this should be—that the one greater is baptized by the one lesser.  “To fulfill all righteousness,” is the answer Jesus offers, which (typically) isn’t much of an answer.  Not very clarifying, it only calls forth other questions, like, what is righteousness?  
Well, one thing it is is a top concern to this gospel writer.  A Jew writing for Jews, “Matthew” is concerned with casting Jesus as the fulfillment of Jewish prophecy and Jewish law.  This means taking him to be righteous.  Given that righteousness was of high value in Hebrew Scripture and that a righteous one meaning one who does the will of God, Jesus, according to Matthew, is to be taken as its fulfillment, the one who most truly and faithfully does the will of God.  Yet, the challenge for Matthew in this is that Jesus doesn’t come close to righteously obeying the Law as it was understood (healing people on the Sabbath?! eating with the unclean?!); Jesus doesn’t even righteously rescue the good people from the grips of the bad.   The challenge in this for Matthew is that Jesus just doesn’t seem all that righteous—at least not from a certain point of view, at least not from the perspective of those conventionally considered upright and righteous, which is to say the view from above.  But if you look from underneath, from what Dietrich Bonheoffer called the view from below, you might just catch a glimpse of the Savior. 

Ironically, the person who might have most needed such a new knowledge—of God not conquering from the top down but from the bottom up, of God not acting with might and force but with self-offering, with self-giving love—wasn’t Pharisees and Sadducees (that brood of vipers!) but John the Baptizer.  Ironically, the one who might most have needed to let go his idea about what righteousness looks like was John, the one who was sure that there was wrath to come and that the first to be consumed by it would be those whom he despised, the one who would later wonder whether Jesus was the one for whom they’d waited or if they should look out for another.  After all, he wasn’t doing what the Messiah was supposed to do.  He wasn’t seeking vengeance or even deliverance, but was just wandering around, eating and drinking, healing and forgiving; and soon enough (though after John’s also pointless death) he would end up hanging from a cross, having accomplished apparently nothing.
And this is perhaps why John was to baptize Jesus.  In order to reform John’s thinking about God; indeed in order to transform it so it might metanoid instead of paranoid; yes, in order for John to undergo the sort of repentance that he himself was proclaiming everyone else should undergo, John was to baptize Jesus so that he might see, up close and beyond all doubt, Jesus coming up from the water, coming up from where he’d gone down.  Perhaps John was to baptize Jesus so John might see and know (metanoid) the Christ as one who would save humanity by coming down here and joining us in being human; that he might see and know the Christ as one would conquer death by dying; and that he might see and know righteousness, the doing of God’s will, as following Christ down.  Yes, perhaps for the reason of John’s repentance it might well be that Jesus consented to being baptized by him: “Let it be so for now.”
These are the first words Jesus speaks in this gospel; and, as with any first words, they say a lot about who he is.  Let it be so for now: these are words of one who accepts what is with the understanding that it will not always be.  A good prayer, I think, a good mantra by which to move through the day, these are words that come from a heart of faith that what is should be let to be, and of hope that what is should not be needed to stay:  that what is should be accepted in the faith of God’s presence among us, but that its passing away should be anticipated in the hope that God is yet coming.  

And so God was coming, descending like a dove and alighting on Jesus, while a voice from heaven declared, “This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.”  The fact that the voice spoke not to Jesus (as in Mark’s gospel: “You are my Son, the Beloved…”) but to the people (“This is my Son, the Beloved…”) might indicate to us that Jesus already knew what the voice had to say.  Even still, it might have been troubling for Jesus to hear.  After all, these words recall the Servant Song of Isaiah, the testimony of the suffering scapegoat who saves the people by receiving their violence without seeking retribution.  By this move of taking sin and offering forgiveness, this one is revealed as the servant of the Lord, the chosen in whom God’s soul delights; by this move this delightful, beloved servant—known also as the suffering servant—comes to his own death yet also finds his true life.
It’s a mistake, I realize now, to assume that the story of one’s origin has to be a happy one in order for it to be a soothing one.  I mean, the stories I tell Jack that soothe him aren’t necessarily happy ones, they’re just true; the stories I tell Toby about what he was like in his earliest days aren’t about how easy things were, they’re just about how things were—real as I remember them, true as I could tell it.  And they know they’re way forward once they remember where they came from; they know how to be who they are once they’re reminded of who they are, of who they’ve been from the beginning.
Well, you know, Jesus’ baptism isn’t only the story of his beginning; it’s also the story of ours—as a people, as the church.  The mission of the Suffering Servant is the mission of the church.  And while perhaps it’s too much to ask that it soothe us, it might nonetheless move us, in faith, in hope, in the knowledge of who we are and whose we are and how to be such a thing in a world that needs this yet will reject this.  So, let it be, for now—because it won’t always be.  There is a time when God’s coming will be complete.  There is a time when God’s love, so compelling, will have gathered all people in; when God’s peace, so unshakeable, will reign without end; when metanoia, the knowledge of God, will fill the earth and the people, repentant, will be wise and will have learned to live.  There is this time.  So, to suffer in service of the swift coming of this time: let it be, for now.
Thanks be to God.
5

