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Sermon:  Matthew 3: 13-17 (Baptism)

John the Baptist said of Jesus, “He must increase, but I must decrease.”
 

The commentator William Barclay tells a story:  “There was a certain American minister called Dr. Spence; once he was popular and his church was full; but as the years passed his people drifted away.  To the church across the road came a new young minister who was attracting the crowds.  One evening in Dr. Spence’s church there was a very small gathering.  The doctor looked at the little flock.  ‘Where have all the people gone?’ he asked.  There was an embarrassed silence; then one of his office-bearers said: ‘I think they have gone to the church across the street to hear the new minister.’  Dr. Spence was silent for a moment; then he smiled. ‘Well, then,’ he said, ‘I think we ought to follow them.’  And he descended from his pulpit and led his people across the road.”

A wonderfully humble gesture, making me wonder if there really was a Dr. Spence.  Google took me to a movie called, One Foot in Heaven.  It was released in 1941, starring Fredric March and Martha Scott, and received an Academy Award nomination for best picture.  There was some tough competition for films of that year, including Citizen Kane and The Maltese Falcon.  (Both lost, by the way, to a movie called How Green Was My Valley.  Go figure.)

It turns out that there really was a Dr. Spence who was a minister in America.  The movie, One Foot in Heaven, was based on the memoirs of Dr. Spence’s son, Hartzell Spence.

The trailer for the movie is a hoot.
  It shows Dr. William Spence explaining to his new in-laws that he had experienced a religious conversion at a Methodist revival, and that he “got the call.”  His mother-in-law misinterprets, saying, “I think it’s perfectly splendid that you joined a church.  Of course I wish you had joined the Episcopalians . . .”  Dr. Spence goes on to explain that he planned to become a minister, to which she replies, “That’s absurd, how can a doctor be a minister?”  And he replies, “I’m not going to be a doctor.”  Then the fireworks begin.

I read a recent movie review from someone who was a classic film fan, but obviously not a fan of religion.  He writes, “This film is one of those standard films that used to get made a lot.  It’s about a family through the years, about the struggles they go through and how they manage to persevere.  That alone is nothing to get excited about.  While it does have Fredric March in the lead, it also stars Martha Scott, an actress who was never anything to get excited about.  Then there is the subject matter.  March plays William Spence, a minister, who ends up in different towns over the years and tries to build up a flock, and later, build a church that he feels is worthy of his community and of his vision.  None of this particularly interests me . . . 

Why is it that I actually find it to be a solid film?  It’s not the story . . .  it must be March . . .  For most of this film, he moseys along as the minister who keeps trying to keep things good for his family while trying to get various new towns to like him.  But then he suddenly comes alive towards the end of the film.  He discovers that malicious gossip has been spread about a family friend and he comes roaring into the room of one of his parishioners and then we see March in all his glory.  This is the kind of man you could believe in as a minister, the kind of man who is willing to take on his flock in the name of injustice, the kind of minister who would say “If I weren’t a Christian, I would kill you.”  And it’s those few minutes that really make more out of this film that it deserves.”

So we have two stories about Dr. Spence.  In one he is a lamb, the other a lion.  While it is easy to think of John the Baptist as a lion, he was more than just deferential to Jesus.  He said he was unworthy to untie the thong of his sandal.  John the Baptist, wildly popular, was to become less.  Jesus, his slightly younger cousin,
 was to become more.
The story of Jesus’ baptism by John is one of a small number of incidents recounted in all four gospels.  There are some minor differences among them, but the most apparent is the dialog only found in the gospel of Matthew.  Here John questions Jesus about coming to him for baptism.  Saying, “I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?”

To make sense of this, we need to understand the history behind baptism.  Long before John the Baptist began baptizing in the river Jordan, the Jewish people baptized Gentile converts to Judaism.  It appears to include two components.  Ritual purification was one part, whereby “unclean” Gentiles were made “clean.”  Much in the same way that a Jewish person who came in contact with a dead person could be “purified” by immersion in a ritual bath.

The second part has to do with the experience of the exodus:  the crossing of the Red Sea, the wandering through the desert, the crossing of the Jordan.  All Jews, as descendants of Abraham, had experienced the exodus.  As St. Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians, “ . . . our ancestors were all under the cloud, and all passed through the sea, and all were baptized into Moses in the cloud and the sea . . .”
  To become a Jew this was necessary for the Gentile converts, who participated in the crossing of the Red Sea and the Jordan through their water baptism.
  Of course the men also had to be circumcised, making it one of the few times where it really paid to be a woman.

So there were two parts to Jewish baptism of Gentile converts – washing away uncleanness, and deliverance as the chosen people of God.  Neither being necessary for those born into Judaism.

John the Baptist changed this, radically.  John was baptizing Jews – a baptism of repentance
 for the forgiveness of sins.
  In essence John was saying that through their disobedience, the Jews had lost their Jewishness.  They too had to come back into the land again through the waters of the Jordan, confessing their sins, in order to be cleansed of their unrighteousness.

And then, in the midst of his ministry, John sees Jesus coming to him to be baptized.  The one he said would baptize with the Holy Spirit and with fire.  The Messiah.  So John asks the obvious question, though only recorded in the gospel of Matthew, “Why?”

Even now, the answer seems puzzling:  “to fulfill all righteousness.”  At first glance it is an odd pairing.  We expect prophecy to be fulfilled.  But righteousness?  Isn’t righteousness all about being moral, doing the right thing?  So how exactly is righteousness fulfilled?

Turning to the Greek, the word translated as “fulfill” means to bring to a designed end.  The Greek for “righteousness” is in the sense of fulfilling divine expectation.  Putting the two together, “to fulfill all righteousness” means to bring to completion a divine expectation.  

So in the history of baptism we have the Jewish tradition of baptizing Gentiles into their faith, we have Jesus’ baptism by John to reveal him to Israel in fulfillment of the will of God,
 and we have Christian baptism.

For us the motif has been changed from a recalling of Israel’s deliverance through the Red Sea and the Jordan River, to a recalling of the death and resurrection of Christ.  The water is no longer for ritual purity, but for cleansing from sin.  Baptism means union with Christ in his death and resurrection.  It means birth into God’s family, the Church.  It means forgiveness of sins, and being freed of bondage to sin.  It means new life in the Holy Spirit.  But it also means that we must be willing to become less, descending into the waters of baptism, so we can become more, ascending with Christ.

Going back to the movie One Foot in Heaven, there was another review that I enjoyed.  “March strikes just the right note as the minister, a just and pious man without being overbearing and sanctimonious. Would that preachers today were like him. He also demonstrates a capacity to learn. When his son goes to the silent cinema in defiance of Methodist preaching against the cinema, March takes him in hand to show him the error of his ways. They go to a William S. Hart western and March to his amazement finds he likes it and the western tale carries a good, positive moral lesson. He changes his own view on the subject.”

The preacher and father, the greater, is able to listen to and learn from his son, the lesser.  I’m sure I’m not the only one who has also had this experience with his children.  Actually, I have seen all my children surpass me in various ways.  It is one of the true joys in life, to see them become greater.

As Christians, I believe we all must be willing to be lesser.  Dr. Spence was eager to be lesser, financially, by becoming a pastor rather than a physician.  Knowing the implications for his family.  He was willing to be lesser by listening to his son about the morality of silent movies, and changing his mind.  In humility, he was inspired to step down from the pulpit and lead the remnant of his flock to the young preacher across the street.  Yet he was strong, in Christ, in confronting injustice in his congregation.

This story, told in film some 70 years ago, still strikes a chord with believers and non-believers alike.  If we are to bring others to Christ, we must be willing to do the same.
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