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We Don’t So Much Choose Baptism, as Yield to Baptism, and Through That, to the Force of God’s Love

As Matthew recounts the

story of Jesus’ baptism by John, the details told in the other synoptic Gospels are present, “but with an
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added feature,” the Rev. Dr. Brook Thelander said in his sermon Sunday. “As Matthew tells it, John
the baptizer is puzzled and confused. All sorts of broken, wounded, sinful characters are coming from
near and far to repent and to be baptized, and there, standing in the line, is Jesus!

“It’s a little much for John, so he objects. ‘I need to be baptized by You, and You are coming to me?’

“John is perplexed, and the Church has shared his consternation for centuries. The Church has
asked, Why did Jesus need to be baptized?”

“ ‘Why, Jesus?” This question has been on our lips for centuries,” Pastor Thelander continued.
“Why, Jesus, do you come to us, when we should be coming to you? Why would you choose to do this?

“And Jesus simply says, ‘Permit it to be so; let go, and let it be.

“Matthew tells us that when Jesus comes out of the water, the heavens open and the Spirit of God
descends on Jesus like a dove and lands on him. Now | don’t know about you, but the image | have in
my mind as | have always read this text is the image of a pure, lily-white dove coming down from the
sky in a graceful, almost slow-motion kind of fashion, sort of majestically moving in a kind of
sideways motion until it finally lands on Jesus.”

Pastor Thelander then recounted going pheasant or quail hunting in Nebraska in his youth, when,
near a line of thick brush, “we would encounter some doves. And guess what! These were not
lily-white creatures majestically sauntering down in some kind of airborne waltz! These doves would
come out of nowhere, and they would SWOOP down on us with speed, force and power. There was no
sauntering, no floating, no drifting down. When doves want to catch something, they don’t meander
down. They don’t glide down. They don’t waltz through the air. They ZOOM straight to the target.”

“When John asks Jesus, ‘Why?” and Jesus responds by saying, ‘Permit it to be so now,” what kind of
language is that? This is the language of surrender and acceptance, is it not? Could it be that when
Jesus says, ‘Permit it to be so now,’ that he is not so much choosing his baptism as he is surrendering
to it? Jesus is surrendering to the fact that he is God’s beloved—that he is the Spirit’s prey, that the
Spirit has sought him out and targeted him with the awesome force of God’s love.”

Similarly, when we ask why Jesus comes to us, “the answer comes back that through no act or ability
of our own, we are loved by God. We are prone to run from God, to hide, to flee, but God is intent on
loving us, seeking us and pursuing us. We are God’s beloved. It is God’s nature to love us, to (p.2—)
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