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Matthew 3:13-17
Jesus came from Galilee to John at the Jordan, to be baptized by him. John would have prevented him, saying, “I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?” But Jesus answered him, “Let it be so now; for it is proper for us in this way to fulfill all righteousness.” Then he consented. And when Jesus had been baptized, just as he came up from the water, suddenly the heavens were opened to him and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and alighting on him. And a voice from heaven said, “This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.”


The Jordan River. In Jesus’ day, it was a lush, green waterway, an oasis in an arid landscape. The river’s edge teemed with plant and animal life: feathery tamarisk trees, heat-resistant acacia trees, palms and closer to the water’s edge: shelter for wildlife: thick clusters of reeds and bulrushes, some up to15 feet tall. The abundant water was muddy but cool, flowing quickly and helping to dispel the high heat of the day, which easily approached 100 degrees or more. This life-giving shelter in the midst of a desert region attracted a variety of birds, frogs and insects, creating a vibrant green corridor several hundred miles long and ultimately emptying into the Dead Sea. The Dead Sea is actually an extremely salty lake, about 9 and a half times that of the oceans, and is about 5 ½ miles from Bethany, the site on the Jordan River of Jesus’ baptism. Except for the chirp of birds and small frogs, the river is a quiet place, the silence broken only by the joyous sounds of the visiting faithful receiving baptism in the gentle flowing waters.

This is where Jesus was baptized by John.

Today, the Jordan River has become victim to significant degradation by environmental damage: pollution of various kinds, significant water diversion and the eroding effects of climate change in the region. Pilgrims still go there today to be baptized in the same river where our Lord received His baptism, regardless of effluents and warnings from the Israeli and Jordanian governments of possible illness resulting from contaminants. The water is still holy, with many visitors taking home small bottles of brown river water for believing friends and family, even as the local authorities dip in to the river with their collection equipment, retrieving their own sample vials for weekly water quality testing.

The Judean Desert. Also known as the wilderness, this rocky landscape does not feature sand dunes, but does have numerous caves along a steep escarpment that drop hundreds of feet to the Dead Sea and the Jordan Valley. In John’s day it got very hot here in the summer, easily over 100 degrees and today the temperatures are even higher and drier. The few grasses that grow there are seasonal in nature, as it receives very little rain throughout the year. Bees find homes in the cliffs or the few trees that are able to survive and locusts are a common insect. Other animals that are actually able to make a home in this inhospitable land are ibexes, a type of bearded wild goat that finds this steep, rocky landscape a secure, comfortable place to walk on and rock hyrax, a small, fluffy, cute little mammal that looks a bit like an American prairie dog.

This is where John the Baptist preached.


John the Baptist had great respect for Jesus. So much so, that he was astonished that our Lord asked that he should baptize Him. John indeed, was a humble man. And so was Jesus Christ. Because He was willing to join us, and be baptized in muddy river water, right alongside everyone else. Sometimes we’re greatly surprised, when we see that things are not as we might imagine them to be, and the discovery can be an enlightening, pleasant one.


Jesus accepted his baptism in a life-giving stream of water, away from the heat of the day, surrounding by lush cool greenery, chirping birds and darting trout in the stream. Away from the broiling heat of the desert. The dryness. And His Father opened up the heavens and joyously announced to all, “This is my Son, the Beloved, in whom I am well pleased.” One can imagine the Father’s voice falling upon all listeners present like a beneficent rain, bringing life to all who hear. Water is life.

John found faith in the Desert. All was not empty there. He found food and sustenance in the work of the wild bees, in their sweet honey and in the locusts themselves, a source of insect protein. Followers journeyed into the desert to hear him preach and he was not so far from the Jordan River that dehydration was imminent. But for him, the desert place was one of meditation, prayer and reflection, a needed space of retreat on his spiritual journey as he heralded the coming of the Messiah.


We (most of us, I think), have experienced the joy of our own baptisms. Here, in today’s Scripture reading, we’re invited to reflect on the joy of Jesus’ baptism: the specialness of His immersion in the River Jordan that day long ago, as He embarked on His own ministry in the wilderness soon afterwards.


Water and Wilderness. Both are God’s Creation and both are essential to the Christian faith journey.






Hymns:

Opening: 141 Shall we gather at the river (LEVAS)
Gloria: 139 When Jesus went to Jordan’s stream (Hymnal 1982)
Closing: 143 Wade in the water (LEVAS)

Jubilate p. 82
9 The First Song of Isaiah (Ecce, Deus) p. 86
Suffrages A
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