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My name is Simon, and I’m a nobody; so you don’t even need to remember my name at all, really. The reason that I’m a nobody is because I work for the Roman Empire. You see the Jews, of which I am one, are very suspect of anyone who works for the enemy: the evil Empire of Rome. And, I’m not a tax collector, but I’m kind of what you call an accountant – where I receive the tax collector’s money. So, I’m not as bad as they are, because when a tax collector goes out, they make their money by collecting too much from people and pocketing some of it, or saying that the actual tax rate is higher than it actually is, so they can make more money – stealing from their own people. I don’t do that. I just accept the money that the tax collectors’ give, but it is enough and I make a living – a pretty good living, frankly, from the Empire; so I’m looked at as suspect and, sadly, not quite Jewish enough.

My wife and I put up with it because we eat well, but we have always felt bad and not quite religious enough even, in our own hearts. So this day came where I heard about a man out in the wilderness, who is eating locusts and wild honey, wearing nothing but animal skins. And, he would go out in the wilderness and people would go out to him, and he would baptize them for the forgiveness of their sins. I needed to feel that. I needed to experience that, because I never felt that I was good enough, because somehow I chose money. I chose authority over my own people, over my own religion – and I needed to feel that forgiveness. And, if that man out in the wilderness could do that for me – then I want it. I need it. I have to have it. 
So I went out to this very scary wilderness. Now, those of you today don’t understand what that could be like, but the wilderness, in that time, was a very frightening place. It was frightening, because there were animals out there that were dangerous – and snakes. Snakes. One bite. There was no medication. You just died. And yet, hundreds of people every day were going out to this itinerant preacher, to get their head immersed in the waters of the Jordan, on the off-chance that they could have their weight lifted and be forgiven. It was worth the threat. 

But, the wilderness was even more than that. The Hebrew word was Midbar. And Midbar,
in Hebrew, meant “desolation”; but, it also meant – oddly enough – “beyond” and, I think it meant, “beyond wilderness” and “beyond,” in this instance, specifically, because when we walked into the wilderness we were walking beyond the power and the authority of the Roman Empire, we were walking beyond their authority, we were walking beyond their control. And, when we did that, they would become scared because the Roman Empire did not like anyone beyond their control. Believe me, they would pay for it.

The Roman Empire would make sure that in just a short period of time – in a matter of months – John the Baptist would be beheaded and, just months after that, Jesus, who was baptized by John the Baptist, would be crucified by that same evil empire. Now walking out into the wilderness – into that Midbar – was even more frightening for yet another reason, because when you walked out into that wilderness, to go into the off-chance that your burden would be lifted, your sins would be forgiven, you had to face something even more diabolical, because the wilderness – Midbar – was where evil lived. Evil spirits were believed to be in that wilderness. So to take that walk to John the Baptist would mean that you would believe that, in some way, John the Baptist had the power of Almighty God to keep away the evil – the satanic – from enveloping you.

If you don’t believe that – what was the first thing that Jesus did after he was baptized? He went out into the wilderness for 40 days, apart from the very presence of God; and the evil of Satan, himself, went to him in that wilderness. The wilderness was that place where sanity and insanity come together and fear overwhelms you. 
So when I took that walk with the hundreds of others that day, I was walking in fear and trepidation into that wilderness, to the banks of the Jordan, and I made it. I had gone that day, as all of the others did. 
The only reason that I am important enough to listen to today is not who I am, but what I witnessed. I witnessed John at that bank, and I stood in line, as person after person was lowered in to the water in the name of the Father; lowered again in the name of the Son; and, the third time in the name of the Holy Spirit. Whatever that God that he was talking about was, when you were under the water – you were dead. Think of the symbolism: In the wilderness, under water, and being pulled up, to life anew. You were dead and now you are alive. 
And, when it was my turn, I walked out into that water and John lowered me. And I, like most people of that dessert region, didn’t know much about water – didn’t know what it was like to be immersed in it – and was scared to death of it, because people got pulled down the water when the waters raged. It was fearful and, yet, I trusted. I wanted my burden lifted. I wanted my sins forgiven. So, I let him drop me back and I felt the water go up my nose, and as he pulled me up, it just freed me. I can’t explain it. I felt the burden lift.

Before I could even articulate that feeling, I stepped over to the side and all of these people parted, and another itinerate preacher walked to the river. I had heard his name before. It was Jesus. And, Jesus walked out and there was some, almost, argument. John seemingly didn’t want to baptize him and yet Jesus insisted, and John lowered him into death and brought him up to life. 
That burden that had lifted from me was nothing in comparison to what I had just witnessed. It wasn’t that Jesus had been lowered into that water and brought back up. It was the fact that it seemed like the very skies had opened up and we all heard it – because we all looked at each other, unbelieving. We heard a voice from Heaven say, “This is my beloved son, with whom I am well pleased.” I realized that Jesus was lowered into that water and, being brought up meant that God had blessed him, was pleased with him, and maybe – just maybe – having done the very same act of baptism, maybe God can be pleased with me as well.

That is what baptism is: It is being unworthy, unacceptable, out of control and yet God saying to you, in that moment when the water is placed on your head, “With you I am well pleased.” You didn’t earn it. Connor didn’t earn it this morning, although he is devilishly cute. [Laughter.] You didn’t earn it and neither did I. 
God loved us so much that he wanted to take us from death and bring us to life anew. And, in that moment, all of our burdens are freed, our sins are forgiven, our load is lightened and we are at peace. 
It was worth it – watching out for the snakes, fearing the demons, worried about what the government would say, or if I would have a job the next day. It was worth it for John, even though he would be beheaded. It was even worth it for Jesus, while he hung on that cross; because what God did for him that day was better than anything the Roman Empire, or anyone else could ever do – to be truly free, light and at peace.

We receive that each new day as God renews your baptism and forgives you anew. Receive it, accept it, embrace it, now and always. Amen. 
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