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Our Gospel reading today from John contradicts the other three canonical Gospels (Mark, Matthew, and Luke).  They (Mark, Matthew, and Luke) speak of the Baptist as being put-off by the lifestyle of Jesus.  He no longer is living the ascetic life of the Essenes (Jewish monks who lived in Qumran – a desert area near the Dead Sea), and so the Baptist sends some of his disciples to question who Jesus understands himself to be.


The response of Jesus to the Baptist (in the Synoptic Gospels) is similar to the response that he makes to Herod, who also questions who he is.  (‘The deaf hear, the mute speak, the sick are healed….’)  The main difference between John the Baptist and Jesus, then, is that John operates from a closed system, and Jesus operates from an open system.  John’s system focuses upon ‘storing up merit’ to gain a reward from God.  Jesus’ system begins with God loving us without merit, and keeping nothing in reserve.  The Baptist’s system creates and maintains the human ego.  Jesus’ system deconstructs the human ego.

The Gospel of John gives us a glimpse of the direction that many in the early church choose to follow: discipline, focusing on sin and atonement, and earning and storing merit to gain a reward from God.  This viewpoint is not unlike the viewpoint still propagated by our religion today.  It – in many ways – feels like an easier system to follow.  It offers clarity.  It provides us with attainable and unattainable goals.  And it permits us to incorporate violence and punishment into our image of God.  It allows us to separate and divide our lives into what is profane and what is holy.  It essentially establishes a strong ego.

Our egos naturally divide this further: prayer and church related stuff is holy; business and ordinary life is profane.  This leads many to surmise – often unconsciously – that only priests and religious (those who deal directly with holy stuff) are holy.  Laypeople (those who deal directly with business and procreation) are profane.  That chasm results in a schizophrenic way of viewing ourselves, priests and religious, and the world.  It also creates a way of living in which religion is almost completely isolated from the way in which we relate with others, our political views, and the way in which we conduct business.  What happens in church remains in church!

Jesus’ viewpoint, as a result, is somewhat reinterpreted (in the Gospels) influenced as we are by our human egos, and God’s unmerited loving embrace, for the greater part, missed or rejected.  Jesus – once he experiences love – is never again completely concerned about, nor does he completely demand, moral perfection.  He, rather, encourages remaining open as God remains open, i.e. accepting love.  He says that God’s response to violence – which is always senseless and self-serving – is never to retaliate.  God’s response is always to remain open.  We sometimes call this openness, mercy and forgiveness.  It is always generated by who God is: love.

Jesus suggests that we practice a silence that transforms us.  As we practice, we gradually become aware that the way that we have been relating changes, and we are more receptive to mercy and forgiveness that are always empowered by love.
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