Rituals: The Baptism of the Rabbi Jesus
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I’ve been thinking a lot lately about the role of ritual in our lives and in our spirituality.  I see it evident in my brother’s precisely ordered Episcopal Church service with its recited prayers, bible readings, songs, recitations, the celebration of the Eucharist, etc.. and in Jampa Tashi’s ritualistic need for a specific Buddhist placement of things, the necessity for certain prayers or gestures to be used at certain times, and how uncomfortable she was when the Buddhist sangha group didn’t know the correct rituals to use for their meditation session.  We encounter rituals everyday out in public: weddings, funerals, business meetings, school assemblies, sports events, theater, in court, etc.  On an everyday basis, we all have our morning rituals where we make coffee, brush our teeth, wash our face, put on deodorant, take our pills, eat breakfast, read the newspaper, go to work, etc. – - the order and precision of these actions and the fact that we often perform them unconsciously make up the spiritual danger of rituals.  The actions are often performed rote without any deep significance and like sleeping pills just add to our sleep state.   Don’t do them exactly in the same way, or alter the sequence or the time of day or the place that they’re done and we notice a definite “something’s not right” about our day.  Try it.  It’s amazing how ritualized we are.  Even at Unity Church of Peace we have rituals for how we do certain things.  The order of service, the set up of the chairs or coffee/snack table are done the same way automatically until something causes a change in the routine.  I’m fascinated with the concept of how ritual can help or hinder our comfort level and can be a measure of our level of consciousness.  Just as behind every organization there is a political structure, so every repetitive series of actions we perform forms a ritual.  I’d like to pursue the idea of ritual in the spiritual realm and examine its importance to us.
Let’s start with water rituals from the major religions and see how they are incorporated into life as a help or hindrance to our consciousness.  Immersion, ritual bathing or baptism, are religious rituals currently practiced by Christians of all denominations, Moslems, and by some Orthodox Jews around the world.  At the time of Jesus it was a custom practiced by the Israelites for purification of the body in order to enter the Temple or for ritual cleansing in order to return to secular life after exposure to blood or death.  The common theme surrounding this practice, irregardless of time or place, is however, that the person undergoing the purification ritual is preparing him/herself to enter into or has entered into sacred space and encounters with the Divine.  Modern Christian baptism is the ritual blessing of a person with “holy water” as a sign that a special relationship is being formed between God, that person, and the family/community surrounding that person.  Moslems and Jews often use water for ritual purification and as a focus for the person who is about to enter into the Presence of God through prayer.   It is a profound, holy, and mystical experience that can and has made lasting impressions on people, including Jesus and myself, throughout history.
The water was tepid and about waist deep in the immersion tank.  It was evening in the spring of 1964.  I was 17.  I had always been a spiritual child and had had a very personal, mystical relationship with Jesus from the time I was eight or nine.  Now, dressed in my bathing suit covered by a white cotton robe, I leaned back into the minister’s arms and allowed myself to be submerged three times into the holy water: “In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost, Amen.”  Time stood still and my heart expanded.  I was suddenly transported into the very presence of God.  I felt the Holy Spirit alive within me and I was whole, holy and pure.  The Presence was electrifying; I was electrified.  Light, sound, breath and heartbeat were magnified a thousand fold, and for a just a few seconds in my young life I knew pure, ecstatic, heavenly bliss.  I was one with Spirit.  The experience was truly glorious.   It was so profound that I never lost the feeling, even after thirty years of denying the existence of God and unequivocally rejecting organized religion.  
Then, 30 years later, in the summer of 1994, I was categorically catapulted back into the Presence and Reality of Spirit with the death of my mother.   I truly suffered through many dark, dark nights of the soul with her death.  I had come into this lifetime as her caregiver and now my life’s purpose for existence was gone.  I was lost, confused, and temporarily without direction.   I was devastated.  
After finding my way through that tormentuous fire of grief and loss, I experienced an incredible opening and began to understand the forces of transformation and creation that were occurring in my life.  I recognized them as the presence of Spirit, because I felt the same consciousness pervading my being then that I had known during that awesome first encounter in the immersion tank in Spring Valley, California those many years before.  I was being re-awakened by Spirit.  For months I zinged with the newly aroused kundalini; I soared in the bliss of open-heartedness; I drank in experiences of divine power, love, and knowing.  The world as I had known it shattered and literally, a new being emerged.  I lost and found everything in those next few years – marriage, career, health, community, family, identity.   And I am truly grateful, for I have now realized the Christ Consciousness within and without myself.   Here are some words I wrote that expressed what I felt at that time of discovery about my immersions in the primal living waters:
A Spirit Being Human
    Once I was baptized in the birth water of my mother's womb.  
I emerged a living sentient being.

Once I was baptized in the ritual water of Christian belief.  
I emerged a feeling human being.

Once I was baptized in the analytical light of dialectical materialism. 
I emerged a conscious social being.

Now I have been baptized in the purifying fire of self-examination.  
I emerge an embodied spiritual being… 

A Spirit being Human.

1/18/95

Water… life giving, purifying and cleansing, the properties of which bring about change, eliminate negative aspects and influences, bless, and mark transitions in people’s personal lives as well as in the communal lives of the People.  Water rituals in ancient Israel identified the life passages of birth, death, menses, and sex as distinctive and the persons who participated in them as exceptional, touched by the divine, requiring purification by water and time apart in order to realign with and endure again the secular and the sacred worlds.   Ritual bathing was, and still is, practiced in the Middle East.  Jesus practiced water purification rituals routinely as part of his cultural heritage as a Jew.  He also observed special ritual immersions when he first visited the Temple in Jerusalem as a teen.  Everyone entering the Temple needed to bathe by immersion.  These ablutions in the Temple, allowed Jesus to enter the Temple proper and to have access as a chosen one, an Israelite, to the holiest place on earth.  This was God’s Throne on earth, the focal point of divine energy, the link between heaven and earth, between the transient and the immortal, between creator and creation.  And it was empty – an enclosed room that no one but the high priest ever entered (and then only once a year, on the Day of Atonement). Before this Throne, in the open air of the first court, the altar fire raged. … Here was Judaism in all its power.  Here was what he had been searching for … The Kingdom of God.     The Temple, purification through water, blood offerings consumed by fire, the Holy of Holies, God’s Throne, religious authorities in the Temple and secular political authorities -- all of these issues touched Jesus in his formative years coming to a head in the Temple during his first family visit.  And it was at the Temple that Jesus chose to abandon his known secular life and family in order to pursue his search for the Kingdom of God.   This began his enlightenment period.  
As a young preacher, Jesus wandered his way around Jerusalem and the surrounding countryside and then at about 30 years of age, trekked to the River Jordon in the wilderness area of Judea to be in the company of John the Baptist and his followers.  Jesus apprenticed with John and assisted in the public immersion rituals of pilgrims and was also initiated into the esoteric teachings and visions of John of the Kingdom of God as a Chariot.  Under John’s tutelage, he altered his consciousness and entered the world of the kingdom and of Spirit.  This vision of the Kingdom of God as a Throne, a moving many-wheeled Chariot of fire was an Israelite cultural image dating back from time of the prophet Ezekiel.  As Jesus became increasingly immersed both in the living waters of the River Jordon and in the teachings of John the Baptist, he began to redefine his own vision of God’s Kingdom and to develop those practices that would allow mankind everywhere to access God’s Kingdom at anytime.   
Immersion into the living waters, the metaphoric birth waters of creation and creativity, has been significant and important spiritual practice in the lives of millions of Jews, Moslems, Christians, and of Jesus himself.  The compelling esoteric visions of entering into the Presence of God, of seeing God’s Kingdom brought about by repeated immersions into living water have had profound outcomes in the life and teachings of Jesus and consequently in the philosophy and actions of Christians for the last 2000 years.
In Unity, water baptism is not commonly practiced.  In its place a baptism by “fire” or Spirit is used.  This is based on Jesus’ baptism of his disciples after his resurrection.  -– see paper on Baptism --  Metaphysically speaking, water baptism is the cleansing away or letting go of erroneous thought while Spirit baptism is the taking on of a new consciousness, an affirmative changing of the mind, of seeing everything in a new Light.  
Meditation

Now is the time for us to begin the process of receiving new consciousness, an affirmative changing of the mind, a saying YES to Spirit.  Sit back, relax, breathe until you find that place of inner peace.  Silently listen to the words of the meditation song and let yourself go deeper and deeper into this process of baptism by Spirit.  SONG
And now, you are invited to receive the Presence of the Holy Spirit, to undergo the baptism by “fire” that will bring about a change in your consciousness.  If you feel ready to do that, listen to this charge: In the name and through the power of Christ Jesus, receive ye the Holy Spirit.  Invite Spirit to come into your consciousness now as a new way of being and repeat with me:  I receive in me the Holy Spirit.  I receive in me the Holy Spirit.  Continue repeating this phrase silently.   I receive in me the Holy Spirit.  Hold that Presence clearly in your mind and heart.  Be with it silently and await its message for you.  
May Spirit bless you and keep you.  May his peace be with you always.  And so it is.
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