ABC Baptism of the Lord#1                                                                               Is 42: 1-4, 6-7

Background

1. Corporate Personality

To the Western way of thinking the whole is simply the sum total of its parts, e.g., 2 + 3 = 5. A car (the whole) is the sum total of the parts which make it up. This point of view works fairly well until we come to people.  Is a human body merely the sum total of its parts? Is the human hand, eye, foot more than what the scientist can analyze? Isn’t it also alive and also not quite a hand or foot unless it is related to the whole? Isn’t the human body more like what the poet Samuel Coleridge described a poem to be: more than the sum total of its parts?

This is even truer of the human being than of the human body.

The ancient Near Eastern way of thinking is that the whole is present in the part and the part in the whole. There was little distinction between the individual and the societies to which the individual belonged. Like our understanding of “person”, they saw the human being in terms of relationship. The whole history of the human race and one’s particular family was present in some real way in each person. So, whatever one member of the family or group did affected all the others for good or ill. One person, like the founder or father of the race, e.g., Adam or Abraham or Jesus, contained the “whole” in essence and each descendent contained something of the life of the Founder or Father. What happened to them happened to the individual because the individual “belonged” in them and to them. Every person represented and re-presented the whole group, but there was always one individual person who “personified” the rest. Everyone else was related through him and one’s identity with him. This was such a basic notion, so taken-for-granted, that it is never spelled out in the terms just described. Yet, without this notion, which scholars call “corporate personality,” it is not possible to understand much of the OT and NT. It is this reality, hidden from our physical sight, which undergirds our union with the Lord.

2. Suffering Servant

From the notion of “corporate personality” arose the idea that every human person, though not guilty of all (or even any) of the wrongs of the human condition, is nonetheless responsible for those wrongs and for doing something about them, simply because each is “part of the whole”. Every baby born into the world is sinless (without guilt), yet born into a sinful condition and, so, affected by that condition in a profound way – especially in being prone to sin as well as an innocent victim of its consequences. What can be done about it? Nothing on our own power. But the hope arose that what was said and expected of the long-awaited Savior/Messiah would in some way solve this problem. Hence, the notion of the “Suffering Servant”. Though not guilty of any sin, he would suffer the consequences of sin in such a way as to be the first one to be victorious over sin and, thereby, found a new race, a new condition, a “new creation” if you will. The only way to conquer sin and its consequent suffering is to go though it, not around it or avoid it. This servant of the Lord would conquer by leading-by-example, an example others could follow and be victorious as well. His innocent suffering would break evil’s power over humanity and all its evil consequences. Others who “identify” with him will receive his same power to do likewise. He will do this once and for all. But “all” will not benefit automatically, unless they are “part” of him. Christian Baptism makes this happen.

There are four special texts in 2nd Isaiah, called “Suffering Servant Songs” (really Psalms) that lay out the meaning and mission of this Servant: Is 42: 1-4; 49: 1-6; 50: 4-9; 52:13 - 53: 12. (They are read in the Church during Holy Week.) They are very important in understanding Jesus, because they are the scriptural basis for his own understanding of himself and his mission. When he read and reflected on these texts he found his own identity and how, as well as why, he would execute his Father’s plan. They were his guides. A study of these texts will reveal why Jesus behaved the way he did, especially at his passion.

The first Song (our present text) is actually the song itself (vv. 1-4), and a response to the song.

Vv. 1 -4: The “servant” is Israel (the whole community), addressed or speaking or described under the figure of an individual. The servant is thus thought of as an individual, but he symbolized (allegorically) a community, namely, Israel. Jesus would take this role upon himself, or, rather, fulfill it.(This first prophecy is reminiscent of the messianic language of ch 11 and some of the Royal Psalms, such as 2, 45, 72, 89, 110, and 132.) His mission is “to establish justice on the earth” (vv. 1-4) and “ to be a light to the nations”(vv. 5-9). The term “justice” (mishpat) means the sum total of divine requirements, all that is required for an ordered life before Yahweh.

v 2: Not crying out…:This explains why Jesus took the approach he did. The servant is to be humble and gentle, rather than a conquering hero, as was popularly expected of the Messiah. He will not behave like a victorious king with loud proclamation in the marketplace and the crushing of opposition, but quietly, respecting the faint glimmerings of hope that still remain. According to this prophecy (largely ignored in Israel’s thinking about the expected Messiah), Israel will not conquer by the sword, but as a living example of obedience to God’s Law, being and bringing light to the world at large. He would not be like other kings, relying on military might. Nor will he resemble some of the prophets who “shouted out” their warnings. He is thus defined here in terms of what he will not be. This text is trying to correct popular misconceptions about the Messiah. These misconceptions will go a long way to explain why many Jews did not accept Jesus; they were expecting somebody else, a figment of their own imaginations.

vv. 5-9: This is a second prophecy, addressed by God to his servant. It restates his mission in terms of

covenant and light. As such, these verses respond to the call and challenge of vv. 1-4.

Covenant: (Hb: berith, “between”). When people entered into a contract (“I’ll do this and you’ll do that.“) it was much more than what we do today. It involved a personal relationship based on two people’s solemn word, celebrated by a bonding ceremony, in which two people pledged or promised much more than the doing of mere deeds. They put themselves up for collateral; they vowed their reputations, property and even lives. A covenant was extremely sacred. If God was one of the parties you were assured he would keep his end of the bargain. Making the servant “a covenant” was tantamount to promising his life. In other places this would be put in “father-son” language. The Father would put his son up for collateral as pledge of his intent to keep his word. However, at this point in history it is the whole of Israel (as God’s Son) that is meant.

Light: The light is not only that of revelation, but of liberation. The idea is that a light frees us to see, so we can walk freely and fearlessly.

Both “covenant” and “light” are saying the same thing, using different metaphors to describe the mission, which is a worldwide one.

To do any God given mission, God gives the missioner his Spirit. A more-than-human task requires a more-than-human power. So, God equips the one sent with his own power. Thus in v. 1 God says “I am pleased with my chosen one and put my spirit on him.” (The scene at Jesus baptism is cast in language that recalls this text and points out to the hearer or observer that all this has come true in Jesus.)

Reflection

What God said to all of Israel Jesus understood as applying to himself.  Those who have been baptized into Jesus understand that these words apply to them as well.  The baptized are God's chosen servants whom he loves and upon whom he has given his Spirit.  God never assigns a task without giving his servant the means to accomplish it.  The more-than-human task requires a more -than- human power, God's Spirit.

Although the task or mission is great, the means to achieve it is divine, even though the methods are small by the world's standards.  In God's way of seeing things, what the world considers small he considers "great."  Jesus understood from this text that God's way for conquering the world and the evil in it would not require that he take on all the trappings of royalty or military power much less the loud preaching of a prophet in the marketplace.  His methods would be much gentler, milder, and even routine.  True, Jesus performed miracles that got attention.  However, he would never perform them to get attention.  He usually required express faith on the part of the one to be healed.  Although he performed many miracles, it seems he preferred not to, concerned that people confuse the means with the end.  It is the same in the life of the ordinary Christian.  The great mission given by God is to be accomplished without worldly fanfare, accolades, or celebrity.  The Christian is to attract others to Christ in the same way Christ attracted others -- by example.  There are to be no pressure tactics, no gimmicks, no grand standing and no grandiosity.  The Christian is to go about his/her ordinary life, doing ordinary things in an extraordinary way.  It is the power of the Spirit that transforms ordinary actions to a higher level where God uses them to accomplish his purposes.

When we keep up our part of the bargain, a covenant, we become the light whereby other people can see the presence and power of God, the extraordinary, within our "ordinary" behavior.  Christ is the light, but we are the lamps, the means, by which he shines through.  Our Baptism assures us that this spiritual power is always available to us because God has promised so.  "Justice" means anything God wants done.  It was the most important virtue an Israelite king could have.  This text teaches that the long-awaited ideal king (Christ and those who identify with him) will appear as a suffering Servant and that he will not return injustice with injustice but rather suffer innocently to atone for the injustices of others.  It is pleasing to the Lord when we do not retaliate when others do us wrong.  This kind of behavior sheds new light on the human condition and reveals the special covenant relationship we have with the Lord.  This behavior will cause some to take advantage of our gentleness and refusal to return kind for kind and treat us even more harshly and unjustly. It will cause others to pay attention to our "extraordinary" behavior and be moved to enter into a covenant with the Lord as well.  Such is our mission.  Such is the cost of discipleship.

Whatever we do, we do not do alone, on our own, or on our own power. Moreover, whatever we do has consequences not only for ourselves, but for others and even for Christ. Baptism bonds us to the Lord. Therefore, as “corporate persons” we both present him to others and represent him to others in the world. Because we bear the imprint of the cross, others will judge Christ by the effect he is seen to have in our lives. If we are poor representatives, poor reflections of him, having reneged on our Baptismal (covenantal) promises, others won’t see his light shining through us and they will miss encountering Christ in us. The healing effects of his suffering will not be extended to them because we broke faith with him, rather than because they refused to hear and see him. They would not have gotten the chance. The world will be darker than it needs to be and the unaffected person’s suffering will continue to be senseless to him/her and will remain unredeemed. What we do, no matter how small or routine, matters, for good or ill. We either shed light or extinguish it. Everything we do or do not do affects everyone else to some degree.

Key Notions

1. When it comes to human beings the “whole” (person) is more than the sum of his/her parts.

2. A human being can only be understood in terms of his/her relationships, never in isolation.

3. Every human being has a responsibility toward all other human beings, simply by virtue of sharing a common humanity.

4. God only needed one human being (i.e. Jesus of Nazareth) who was totally obedient to him (i.e. just) in order to positively affect all other human beings.

5. The innocent suffering of Jesus would cancel out all the guilt (debt to God) that injustice done by others incurred.

6. Besides establishing justice on earth, the just-but-suffering servant (i.e. Jesus) would be a light to those who enter into a covenant with him, bestowing God’s Spirit upon them.

Food For Thought

1. Humanity and Baptism:  Whether humans realize it or not we are all connected and interrelated. Certainly, if we could trace our family origins back as far as they went we would see all peoples merging into one common ancestor. All the diversity and variety of human beings have a common basis underneath the surface. What is true genetically is also true relationally. We affect one another. No human being is an island, an isolated entity. (Even “islands” aren’t really islands underneath the water; they are more like mountains with their peaks emerging above the water’s surface.) Nonetheless, it is not immediately obvious to the human mind that all humans are related and all actions have an effect, positive or negative, upon all other humans on the planet. (Indeed, every movement of every atoms-and all atoms are always moving- affects every other atoms in the universe.) The planet (indeed, the galaxy) is really a closed system and every element of it and in it affects every other one. This is even true of the human body. It also is a closed system and when one part gets sick or diseased it affects every other part. While it is true that medical science for the most part wants to treat the part that is diseased in isolation of the other parts, there is a movement afoot, called “holistic medicine” that recognizes that the line between the part and the whole is quite permeable. The whole person is sick or diseased when a part of that person’s body is sick or diseased. At first, the notion of “corporate personality,” i.e. that there is no impenetrable wall between the individual and the community or group(s) to which the individual belongs, might seem far-fetched, strange, even ridiculous. However, upon reflection, it is inescapable. We do affect everyone else by our behavior. Those closest to us are more affected than those farther away. Nonetheless, the truth is that all sin and all good deeds are social in nature and affect everyone else, directly, indirectly, collaterally or consequentially. It follows that if sin has infected all humans then the remedy for it must be able to be given to all in order to wipe out the short-term and long-term effects of sin, that force intent on dehumanizing humans. While the remedy is internal and to a large extent initially invisible (over time, of course, the behavior of the ‘saved” person does make it obvious that he/she is no longer suffering from the effects of sin), an external behavior (we call it a “rite”) is required to indicate the entrance or application of the cure. Christ established the rite of Baptism as the external sign that an internal change has taken place within the individual, a change that will not only positively affect the person, but all humanity. Presumably, Christ could have chosen a different rite, but, in fact, this is the one he chose. Those who want what he has to give, who want to identify with him, who want to incorporate their persons into his, undergo this rite in order to signify this change. Through this rite Christ, the only one who never sinned, enters into the body and the being (the “being” is more than the sum total of the body parts) of the one being “grafted onto” Christ and the person now is born into a new dimension/level of humanity, a humanity wherein God rules, wherein sin has lost its power, a humanity now equipped to live a quality of life that is eternal, similar to the quality of life that God himself enjoys.
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