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The connection between John the Baptist and Jesus (who is also the Christ) is somewhat sketchy.  Only in Luke’s Gospel is John the Baptist said to be a cousin of Jesus.  Most likely the connection (between the two) comes from their common interest in the Essene community (living at Qumran).


The Essenes are unique in Judaism. They live apart in the desert area close to the Dead Sea.  Unlike most Jews, many – though not all – are celibates who live in a community not unlike monastic communities of today. The purpose of celibacy – for those who choose it – is to gain intellectual clarity.  Most of the writings that originate in this community concern themselves with the end of the world, the battles between good and evil, and the workings of angels and of demons.  The Essene community – when the Romans threaten to wipeout everything Jewish – hide their manuscripts and the works of others in caves.  These works are only found (by accident) in the 1900’s by a shepherd looking for stray sheep.


The differences between the theology and the message of John the Baptist, and the theology and message of Jesus are significant. John follows the way of thinking of the Essenes who see everything as impure, sinful and imperfect. (This is the primary reason that they withdraw to the desert and have little to do with the Temple or the institutional Jewish Religion.)  God, from their perspective, is vengeful, and God judgement and wrath will punish all who are found unworthy. John preaches the need for baptismal forgiveness to remove the impurity, and requires a very rigid and morally perfect life.  The baptismal forgiveness is as readily available as the waters of the Jordan.  Once baptized however, if the one baptized did not live perfectly, the judgement and wrath of God would consume them.


Jesus – surprisingly – comes from the same background and influence as John, and apparently he is one of his disciples for a time.  Then, he experiences something that John seemingly doesn’t: the love of another, and his message changes almost completely.  He stops focusing on getting rid of impurity, sin, and imperfection, and begins proclaiming that our path to conscious awareness of God is through a love relationship that doesn’t try to get rid of, but transforms impurity, sin, and imperfection.  His message is: we are all created in and by love.


Unfortunately, we live in an environment that tells us (like the Jewish Religion also declared) that we are created in sin.  Baptism can help remind us, Jesus declares, that we can choose not to grow in the conscious awareness that God is in union with us, but that does not cancel the fact that we are in union with the Divine from the moment of our conception.  We are created by God in and by love, Jesus says, which is always an intimate and personal experience that emanates out from others to us, and from us to others.  

Jesus begins to consciously hear these words – the Gospels tell us – only after his encounter with human love.  Love’s origin is in the Divine.  Most often we need the medium of another person for us to experience the love with which God embraces us.  The Gospel expresses this experience in today’s story from Matthew as: ‘[You are] my beloved son, with whom I am well pleased.’  The message and ministry of Jesus completely changes once he experiences love; so much so that the message of John the Baptist and the message of Jesus go in separate directions.
PAGE  
2

