BAPTISM OF JESUS IN THE JORDAN RIVER
I HAVE FOUND THAT WRITING A HOMILY ABOUT A GOSPEL

WHICH CONTAINS A PARABLE MUCH DIFFERENT THAN 

WRITING A HOMILY ABOUT A FACT.  PARABLES ARE SO 

RICH IN SYMBOLISM AND FACTS JUST ARE.  JESUS WAS

BAPTIZED IN THE RIVER JORDAN BY JOHN. PERIOD, END

OF SENTENCE.  ALL FOUR GOSPELS HAVE THIS EVENT.

HAVE ALWAYS ACCEPTED THIS AND RARELY GAVE IT MUCH THOUGHT.

BUT NOW IT WAS TIME TO WRITE ABOUT IT.  WHAT CAME TO 

ME WAS THE IDEA THAT, FOR ME,  IT IS UNCOMMON TO FIND

BAPTISM IN JUDAIC BELIEFS.  MOST OF US CAN GIVE A

WORKING DEFINITION OF WHAT BAPTISM MEANS TODAY.  BUT

WHAT DID IT MEAN TO JEWS OF THE FIRST CENTURY?  WHAT DID

JESUS THINK/FEEL ABOUT HIS BAPTISM?  SO, I DID A LITTLE

RESEARCH AND SOME SPECULATING.
SCHOLARS THINK THAT BAPTISM ORIGINATED IN JEWISH 

COMMUNITIES  SOMETIME AROUND THE BABYLONIAN EXILE.

THAT WOULD BE AROUND 550 BC.  IN ORDER FOR A MAN TO 

CONVERT TO JUDIASM, HE WAS REQUIRED TO DO THREE THINGS:

OFFER SACRIFICE, BE CIRCUMCISED AND BE BAPTISED.                
BAPTISM SIGNIFIED PURIFICATION OR CONSECRATION.  ONE SCHOLAR 
SAID THAT THE ESSENSES WOULD BAPTIZED THEMSELVES EVERY 

MORNING BEFORE THEY COULD MENTION THE WORD YAHWEH.  
TO QUOTE FROM THE JEWISH ENCYCLOPEDIA:  ‘BAPTISM IS NOT

MERELY FOR THE PURPOSE OF EXPIATING A SPECIAL TRANSGRESSION,
AS IN THE CASE CHIEFLY IN THE VIOLATION OF THE S0-CALLED 

LEVITICAL LAWS OF PURITY, BUT TO FORM A PART OF HOLY LIVING

AND TO PREPARE FOR THE ATTAINMENT OF A CLOSER COMMUNION

WITH GOD”.  CONCERNING THE BAPTISM OF JESUS, THIS RESOURCE
FURTHER STATES:  “ THE ONLY CONCEPTION OF BAPTISM AT VARIANCE 

WITH JEWISH IDEAS IS DISPLAYED IN THE DECLARATION OF JOHN,

THAT THE ONE WHO WOULD COME AFTER HIM WOULD NOT

BAPTIZE WITH WATER BUT WITH THE HOLY SPIRIT”.
THE BAPTISM OF JESUS IS IN VARIANCE WITH CHRISTIAN BAPTISMS 

BECAUSE JEWS AND JESUS HAD NO CONCEPT OR BELIEF OF ORIGINAL 

SIN.
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THE GOSPELS TELL US THAT JOHN WAS BAPTIZING “MANY” SO THIS

WAS A PUBLIC, OPEN EVENT.  LUKE TELLS US THAT JOHN BAPTIZED

SUCH PEOPLE AS TAX COLLECTORS WHO WERE POSSIBLY THE MOST 

HATED IN JEWISH COMMUNITIES.  SO JESUS IS OUT IN THE OPEN

AMONG THE MARGINALIZED.  
THE DISTANCE BETWEEN NAZARETH AND THE RIVER JORDAN IS ABOUT 

50 MILES.  WE COULD POSSIBLY ASSUME THAT JESUS SOUGHT OUT 

JOHN RATHER THAN SIMPLY COME ACROSS HIM.  WITH HIS BELIEFS
AND KNOWLEDGE OF THE RITUAL, JESUS COMES TO JOHN.

WE SAY IN OUR LITURGY THAT “WE BELIEVE THAT HE GREW AS

WE GROW’.  I SEE JESUS AS A MAN WHO KNEW FROM THE BEGINNING

THAT HE WAS “DIFFERENT”;  A MAN WITH A MESSAGE DEEP IN HIS 

HEART, A MESSAGE FROM HIS ABBA TO THE PEOPLE.   TO PARAPHRASE 
MARTIN BORG: JESUS HAD AN EXPERIENTIAL AWARENESS OF THE 
REALITY OF GOD. HE KNEW GOD BEYOND BELIEFS.  JESUS KNEW GOD 
IN A DIRECT AND INTIMATE WAY. 

 AS JESUS CONTINIED TO GROW, CONTINUED TO DISCERN, THE 

MESSAGE  BECAME CLEAR AND URGENT.  IT WAS RADICAL, 
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CONTROVERSIAL, DEFINITELY OUTSIDE THE LINES OF JEWISH FAITH AS

IT WAS BEING PRACTICED.  
PERHAPS WE CAN SEE JESUS WITH AN UNQUENCHABLE THIRST

FOR GOD. DISSATISFIED WITH THE SYNAGOUGE, UNRESPONSIVE TO 

THE DOCTRINES OF THE ESSENSES, HE SEARCHES FOR HIS NICHE, HIS 

WAY. NOTHING AVAILABLE TO HIM FILLS HIS NEED TO LOVE, TO TEACH,

TO COMFORT AND TO DRAW PEOPLE TO HIS GOD.  JESUS WOULD 

HAVE TO CREATE HIS OWN WAY.
BERNARD COOKE WRITES:  “IN THE BAPTISM OF JOHN, WHICH JESUS

ACCEPTED, SIGNIFIED THE DECISION TO LIVE OUT THE COVENANT

OF GOD AND THE PEOPLE.  FOR JESUS IT MEANT ACCEPTING HIS NEW 

EXODUS JOURNEY TOWARD DEATH AND RESURRECTION”.
WITH A PUBLIC BAPTISM AND WITH THE MARGINALIZED PEOPLE,

JESUS BEGINS TO LIVE OUT HIS CALL.  ONLY GOD’S TRUTH CAN SATISFY

HIM. THE TIME HAS COME. DID HE KNOW WHERE HE WAS HEADED?  
DID HE HAVE ALL THE ANSWERS?  I DOUBT IT.  IN TOTAL TRUST, ON 
THE DAY OF HIS BAPTISM, AND  LIKE HIS MOTHER BEFORE HIM,  JESUS 
GAVE HIS “YES” TO OUR LOVING CREATOR AND TO US.
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