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The Family Bath


In Jesus’ name.  Amen.


A friend of mine from rural Missouri talks about the Saturday night family bath in the farmhouse where she grew up.  Until she was about five, all her family members took their baths, one after another, in a washtub.  After that, they had a real bathtub, with a drain that emptied outside the house.  But, even then, water for their baths needed to be pumped out in the yard, carried inside in buckets, and then heated on the stove – because there was no hot or cold running water in the house.  Everyone – two girls, two boys and both parents – bathed in the same bath water, with some additional hot water periodically added between bathers to keep it warm.  The children bathed first because they were the least dirty, and my friend’s dad always took his bath last – because he had on him the grease and grime of working in the field, fixing fences, tending the animals and fiddling with farm machinery.


I grew up in the city, in Detroit, with running water and six older brothers – and can remember taking baths as a child.  But to this day, I much prefer showers, because I never feel clean sitting in my own dirty bath water – let alone in water made filmy and dirty by others’ bathing before me.


In today’s Gospel we hear the story of the baptism of Jesus.  John the baptizer was in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.  And all the people from both city and countryside were going out to him, we’re told, and “were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins.”  Matthew tells us that Jesus also “came from Galilee to John at the Jordan, to be baptized.”  Jesus’ baptism must be significant because only two Gospels tell us of Jesus’ birth, but all four Gospel writers speak of Jesus’ baptism.  We might wonder why Jesus, this one who “in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin” (Hebrews 4:15), should queue up in that line of sinners waiting before John to be baptized.  John himself was puzzled by it, questioning Jesus, “I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?” Jesus tells John his baptism is “to fulfill all righteousness.”  (Matthew 3:13-15)  Choosing to identify with the “unrighteous,” with sinners, seems like a mighty strange way to fulfill all righteousness.  And yet, that’s exactly what Jesus does here.  That is, unlike me, Jesus is willing to step into the family bath water, dirty though it might be.  And it won’t be the last time that Jesus, the sinless Son of God, lines up “in the wrong place with the wrong people.”  (Richard Jensen, Preaching Mark’s Gospel, p. 34)  Jesus’ baptism into the cloudy, filmy water of the Jordan is only the first step on that path which leads Jesus to eat with sinners and outcasts, to touch lepers and restore them to human community, that path which ultimately will take Jesus to the cross for us sinners, who also hunger for healing and community, forgiveness and new life.  

When Jesus comes up out of the water following his baptism, he receives a confirmation that he is on the right path: the Spirit rests on him.  In Matthew and Luke, Jesus sees the heavens open and the Spirit descend. In  Mark’s Gospel, the heavens don’t just open; they are being “torn apart.”  In other words, in Jesus, the barriers between heaven and earth have been  breeched, ruptured, ripped apart.  Theologian David Juel says, God, “unwilling to be confined to sacred spaces” any more, is set loose “in our own realm.”  God in Christ intrudes into a world that has become alien territory.  (A Master of Surprise: Mark Interpreted, pp. 35-36)

Jesus’ journey in this alien territory will not be an easy one.  Right off, immediately after his baptism, the Spirit leads Jesus into the wilderness, where he is “tempted” by Satan – tempted to opt for a safer identity for himself than God’s chosen servant.  But echoing in Jesus’ ear is the voice from heaven, assuring, “This is my Son, the Beloved; with whom I am well pleased.”  Jesus’ identity as God’s beloved, as the one in whom God absolutely delights, in baptism is conferred also on us.  Baptism is sometimes called the “great bath of the church.”  In it we become part of the Body of Christ, God’s own beloved sons and daughters.  We are given an identity, a family relationship with God that can’t be broken.  Baptism is our family bath. 


In her book, Honoring the Body, author Stephanie Paulsell tells the story of her best friend Kay and about the “earliest memory” that Kay had as a child, “of sitting on the bathroom floor each night, talking with her mother during her mother’s night time bath.”  Paulsell writes:  “Kay and her mother would talk about this and that, my friend making sure, while she had her to herself in the damp, warm intimacy of the bathroom, to tell her mother everything she had been unable to tell her during the day.”  Kay’s father took his bath after her mother, and “Kay spoke of going off to bed listening to her parents’ voices rise and fall through the sound of running water.”  Paulsell concluded, “Since her earliest days, Kay has given delighted attention to her mother’s every gesture [in the bath and out] and applied herself to the imitation of them.”  (pp. 35-36)


It occurs to me that some of the things Paulsell mentions about Kay are also true for us because of our immersion in the great bath of the church.  In the intimacy of our baptismal relationship, we can tell God everything from our days and nights, even those things we can’t bear to speak of to others.  Because of our baptism, we listen to the voices of family and friends and even enemies, through the sound of baptismal water.  That changes the sound of their voices, and ours in response.  And because of the Holy Spirit working in us in baptism, we are able daily to apply ourselves to the imitation of Christ, the one who first gave delighted attention to us.


With storm imagery, today’s psalm describes the power of the voice or word of God.  It pictures God thundering over the waters and sitting enthroned as king, “above the flood.” This is a picture of God’s authority, God’s rule or power over the waters, that ancient symbolic home of the forces of chaos.   Jesus, however, did not sit enthroned as king “above the flood,” above the fray.  In the boat with his disciples he stills the storm, subdues it, with a single word.  He engaged the destructive forces of sin and evil and chaos in hand-to-hand combat while he was on earth – healing a paralytic and forgiving his sins, opening the ears of the deaf and giving sight to the blind, ignoring the scorn of professional mourners to raise a little girl to new life.  When none of that was enough, Jesus let the forces of evil do their worst to him on the cross.  He died and was buried and on the third day rose from the dead – to loosen forever the death grip of the forces of chaos.  In our baptism the fruits of everything that Christ has done become ours.


Have the forces of chaos vanished completely from the face of the earth?  Hardly.  Despite Christ’s victory over them, they are engaged in a type of guerilla warfare, trying to destroy our faith and hope and love.  The national and international scene remains today perhaps as chaotic as many of us have ever seen it, with suicide bombings and terrorist plots overseas, and what the internet called “the chaos of the shooting in Arizona” yesterday, with U.S. Representative Gabrielle Giffords critically wounded, a federal judge and five others killed point blank, including a nine-year-old girl interested in learning more about our government.  This is what over-the-top rhetoric about “targeting” political opponents for removal from office “in the cross hairs” can lead to in the mind of a mentally unstable person.   On a personal level, many here also know the effect of chaotic cells that multiply out of control within our bodies or in loved ones’ bodies causing life-threatening cancer.  But through the family bath into Christ’s life and death and resurrection, chaos is not the last word to be written about us.  The Christ who knew suffering and death for our sake accompanies us in all we go through, and he clothes “our vulnerability itself,” Stephanie Paulsell says, “in a mercy that can never be removed.” (Paulsell, p, 52)  Christ also invites us, in the words of Isaiah, to be advocates for society’s “bruised reeds” and “dimly burning wicks” and for justice and civility in the public arena, listening to everyone – even our opponents – through the sound of baptismal water. 

Paulsell in her book describes a time when she “miscarried a cherished pregnancy on the day before Christmas,” and found herself “unable to work, read, or pray.”  One day she received from her friend Kay, who was spending a year in prayer and silence, a package with “a simple beige jumper and a note that read, ‘I have prayed in this dress every day for a year.  You don’t have to pray.  Just wear it.  It is full of prayers.’”


Paulsell wrote:  “I did wear that dress.  I wore it and wept in it, and cried out Why? to God in it.  I let the prayers in that dress pray for me when my mouth was dry and full of ashes.  And when I became pregnant again, I continued to wear that dress.  Kay loves long, loose clothes,” Paulsell said, “and her dress was spacious enough to accompany me nearly to the end of my ninth month.  Her prayers were spacious enough, too, to gather up my fear and grief and anger.  And my joy, when it came,” Paulsell added.      (pp. 69-70)


In the congregation I served in Chicago, we pastors placed on each child after their baptism a simple white robe to symbolize their “putting on” Christ in the family bath.  It is even better than the simple beige jumper Stephanie Paulsell put on.  The “family bath robe” – the grace of God that is ours in baptism through Christ Jesus – will be spacious enough for a lifetime.  And it will enable us to do as Kay did, clothe others, too, in our prayers and love.  


In Jesus’ name.  Amen.     

