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Ever since the film O Brother, Where Art Thou, I have been a George Clooney fan. We went to see him the other day in his latest movie. Up in the Air. In the film, Clooney plays a business traveler who spends so much time in airplanes and in airports that he loses touch with any sense of ever being on the ground, or at home, or in a relationship. 

The character’s name is Ryan Bingham. Bingham’s goal in life is to become only the seventh person ever to reach 10 million frequent flyer miles. Bingham’s job mirrors his own willingness to be disconnected. Companies hire him to fire their workers. He is an expert in downsizing, a timely topic these days. Bingham travels by plane from city to city across the country, spending a day or two in the corporate headquarters of a business letting people go, severing them from the place where, in some cases, they have worked decades. 

Although he does not see it, the litany of reactions from the fired employees offers commentary on Bingham’s own situation. “This place is family to me,” one man explains to Bingham as he lays him off. “What will I do? Where will I go?”

Bingham could very well ask the same things about his own life, but he does not see the need. He has no commitments other than his loyalty to the airline. He has no relationships of lasting importance. He has no place he truly calls home – indeed, even his apartment looks like a hotel room. 

Bingham is also a motivational speaker. His shtick is to encourage people to let go of everything that holds them down – their accumulated stuff, their electronic gadgets, their cars and homes, their friends and families. Travel light through life, is his philosophy, unencumbered by things or people. Stay up in the air.

Clooney portrays an extreme caricature of life in our time. His persona in the film reveals something about us. We often find it easier to minimize our connections to others rather than put the necessary time and effort into our relationships. We try to get by on the surface, preferring not to go too deep with those around us. Sometimes that includes even those to whom we have made lifetime commitments. We protect ourselves from intimacy that might make us vulnerable. 

We try to love from a distance. 

From my point of view, Bingham’s problem is spiritual. He has become incapable of placing anything or anyone at the center of his life other than himself. There is no cause more important to him than what he needs. There is no higher power in his life to challenge him to reach out to others. There is no ethic of compassion no sense of a common good guiding him in life. As a result, there is no love in his life.

We might find ourselves living a bit like Clooney’s character in the film. We can find ourselves up in the air spiritually, afraid to make a commitment to a greater good beyond us. And when we live like that, when we refuse to come down to the messy and hard reality of life on the ground with others, our relationships suffer, and we can find ourselves alone.

As a preacher I cannot go to a movie and not ponder what it might mean theologically. It is an occupational hazard. Watching this film I kept thinking – as, no doubt, others of you who have seen did! – that what Bingham needs most of all is to be baptized. He needs to belong to a community. He needs to come down from the sky and get into the water. He is in need of a good washing, the sort we receive at the font.  

John the Baptizer is on the prowl for precisely such persons. With urgency borne of what he sees as impending doom, John calls people to the river. He is a one-man advance team for the Messiah, whom John sees as a wind-blown, flame-throwing, game-changer. Jesus will surprise him.

When we are baptized we enter community. We belong. We have a home. We gain a larger family. We stand in a tradition that links us through time and space to others in that same tradition. In the film, Ryan Bingham belongs to no one, not even to his own family, and he makes a living of it. Those of us who see something of ourselves in his character could use a reminder of our own baptism, of our own belonging. 

That is what baptism symbolizes: we are not alone. It is good to know that.

From the bright light of Epiphany last week, today in our worship we come to the banks of the River Jordan. It is time for the baptism of Jesus. He has been hidden in the gospel until this point. When he gets to the Jordan he declares himself. The baptism is his coming out party. Jesus is about to head off on his forty day sojourn in the wilderness – that lonely time in the desert; but before he goes, he wants to know that he belongs.

The 16th century Heidelberg Catechism opens with what may be the single most important question any of us will ever face: What is your only comfort in life and in death? The response is, simply, that I belong – body and soul, in life and in death – not to myself, but to my faithful savior Jesus Christ. That question and that answer sum up the meaning of our baptism and are at the core of our faith: that we belong, not to ourselves, but to God. We are not alone.

The font reminds us that throughout the history of the people of God water has played a key role. Whether in the watery chaos of creation, or in the Great Flood at the time of Noah, or in the River Jordan as the Israelites come into the land of promise, God is in the water. And God is there when Jesus comes down the banks of the river to meet John the Baptizer. That claim – that God is in the water – is no less true today, as we come to this font to reaffirm our baptismal covenant with God. 

This morning’s psalm is a hymn to the wonder and power of the water of God.

“You cover (the earth) with the deep as with a garment;” the psalmist says,

    “the waters stood above the mountains.

At the sound of your thunder they take to flight.

You set a boundary that they may not pass, 

    so that they might not again cover the earth.

 
You make springs gush forth in the valleys; 


    giving drink to every wild animal; 

You cause the grass to grow for the cattle, 

    and plants for people to use, 

    to bring forth food from the earth.”

                                                                                                      (Psalm 104:6-7, 9, 11, 14)

There is something about the water. In it we find life; by it we are nurtured. Passing through it we face death; rising from it we are cleansed and given new life. All of that is present in the water of baptism, and, like the rest of us, Jesus wants it. So he goes down to the river to see John. By choosing to go to the Jordan, Jesus forever lets go of isolation and independence and sets his course with people everywhere who have taken the plunge.

Who would have thought that God incarnate would find it important to identify with a community? That certainly was John’s reaction when he looks up and sees the one for whom he has been preparing the people. In that Jordan River moment we catch a glimpse of the fullness of the humanity of Jesus. The incarnation is made complete by baptism, because in that water Jesus signals that he belongs to us, will live with us, and will die with us.

When John the Baptizer calls people to the river, he bids them to do the work of repentance. John wants people who come to the water to do so with their eyes fully open about how far they have missed the mark in their lives. Repentance first, before the water. The cleansing offered in the river will not be cheap, at least as long as the Baptizer administers it. To receive God’s grace we must first make the turn toward it. 

John knows that we all have dark places in our lives, behavior we do not want to repeat. Decisions that reflect our worst nature. Comments we wish we could take back. Relationships we have violated. A shadow side we keep hidden. Secrets that destroy us or those we love. Even the Pharisees and Sadducees know that about themselves – and when they hear John’s call to repentance they, too, join the throng and make their way down to the Jordan, even though they get a dose of John’s wrath, as he doubts their sincerity.

Everybody has something to confess, even those who appear to be at the top of their game. All of us could use a good inner-washing now and then, however we receive it – a rinsing of the soul in which we come clean with ourselves about where we have wandered from the way God has set before us. Ideally, that is what happens when we renew our baptism. 

In a moment we will gather around the font. We will pray over the water. We will recall its power. We will recite the ancient creed of the church. And we will be asked to renounce the ways of evil that have crept into our lives. Those renunciations are serious business. Listen to them. They are not to be trifled with. 

When we are asked if we turn from the ways of sin, our answer brings us around to the water. That is what John was after at the Jordan: do not get in the water until you are willing at least to try to change your life. Reaffirming our baptismal covenant is hard work. It takes honest effort.  Our baptism was easy in comparison. 

Faithful living is rooted in the cycle of repentance and forgiveness. We acknowledge our need for God and for God’s grace, we own up to where we have violated the image of God in ourselves and in others. We confess our brokenness and our failings – and then God’s love sets us free.

The grace is generously offered, but it is not cheap. To receive it we have to come down to earth to face our shortcomings, to acknowledge, in the words of the old prayer, that we have left undone those things which we ought to have done, and we have done those things that we ought not to have done.   

Our friend in the film, Ryan Bingham, is a long way from the river. If we choose, like him, to stay up in the air, disconnected from God and estranged from one another, even though we are in need of a good washing we, too, will not make it to the water. 

John, the wild man of the Judean desert, does us a favor by emerging from the wilderness to call us, with all the people of God, to come to the water and renew the promise of life.

Thanks be to God.

Amen. 

“In Need of a Good Washing”


Psalm 104: 1-16, 24-30; Matthew 3:1-17
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