BAPTISM
(Mark 1:9-13)

In Mark, Jesus story beginswith his bagptism. The narrative relates Jesus inauguration
and ordinaionfor hismissionin ahighly intimate manne. Rather than observing this event
from the perspective of adeached observer, theteller of this tale recounts the event from
Jesus point of view, as he seesthe doveand hearsthe voice. Asaresult, Jesusisintroducd
as a highly sympahetic person with whomwe can identify. He may bea prophd, even the
Son of God, but heisonewhois aready known from theinsde out The storyteller asksus
as listeners, to join Jesusat the beginning of hisjourney. If we do, hisjoumey becomes our
joumey. In some sense, we are baptized with Jesus

Learning the Story

Mark's story was sounds When personswrote in the ancent world, they were
composng sounds They assumed tha personswho read thar writingswould read aloud.In
turn, thenomal practice in theandent world, particularly with religioustraditions, was to
memorize tha which was read.

One of thereasonsstories were memorized had to do with theway andent scribes
wrote. They used no punduation marks, capitals, or spaces between words When a scribe
reached theend of aling even if it wasin themidde of aword, he moved down to the next
line Thisisan approximation of how thefirst episodeof Mark's story would have been
written. | suggest tha youread it outloud and notice the fluidity of your reading:

andithgppenedinthoseday § esuscamefromnazarethingdileecandwasbaptizedinthe
jordanbyjohnandimmediatel yashewascomingupoubfthewaterhesawtheheavenstor
nopaandthespiritasadovecomingdownuponhimandavoicecameoutoftheneavensyouae
mybdovedsonwithyouiamwellpleased

In fact, this manuscript is much easier to read than the andent manusripts because the letters
are al uniform. Y ou can see why, in order to read the story aloud, it was necessary to
memorize it. These texts were nat meant for silent reading. Just looking at this oneepisode
gives me aheadache

Because of ourreading conventions we have a primary problem in dealing with
biblical narratives. We often assume tha the Gogpd of Mark, for example, is atext, aseries
of black marks on pieces of white pgpoe boundtogether in themiddle. But that assumptionis
false. Those marks onthe page are notwha Mark composed. Mark's accountwas never
intended to be a soundkss text, perceived only with theeyes. Mark's purpose in writing down
astory such as Jesus bgptism was to record the soundsin the only available medium.

In fact, during the period in which Mark was written, students in Jewish schools were
forbidden to read the sacred literature of Isradl in silence. Therefore, if we want to experience
Mark's story appropriately, we need to read it aloud and memorize the sounds

In adgpting the Revised Standad Version rendition of this story, | went back to the
Greek text and soughtto rende into English as many of therepeated and assonant soundsas
possible. Onereason for doing thisisto make it easier to interndize and remember the
stories. But it is also because these stories were composed as sounds Words are repeated and
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modified with exquisite richness and care. Thefullest possible rendeing of the soundsof the
Greek story in an English trandation may hdp people to hear the story more fully andto
learn it more easily.

| would suggest tha you find some way of visudly connecting theverbd threadsin
your text with circles andlines, with colors, or with some kind of chart. Then listen for the
soundpaternsin the story.

The Story

Andit happened in those days Jesus came from Nazareth in Galilee and was baptized in the
Jordan by John.

Andimmediately as hewas coming up out of thewater, he saw the heavenstorn open andthe
Spirit, as adove coming down uponhim.

And avoice came out of theheavens "Y ou are my bdoved Son; with youl am well pleased."

Andimmediately the Spirit drove him outinto thewilderness.
Andhewasin thewilderness forty days, tested by Satan.
And hewas with thewild beasts, and theangds served him.

Interiorization

Thefirst step isto get the soundsof Mark's story indde ourselves. | like Walter Ong's
name for this processin oral cultures: interiorization. When a story has been learned deeply,
itisnolonge outside as an object to be examined. Thesoundsget indde and resonde,
creating vibrationsin theinterior spaces of thebody.

| have foundit hdpful for story learning to think of myself as having three interior
centers. the head, the heart, and the gut or lower bdly. Each center has its own kind of
assodations.

Thehead stores thewords conaepts, and structures of the story. We think thestory in
our brain space. The heart isthelocus of the emotionsof the story. The emotiond dynamics
of astory make uslaughor cry. We fedl thestory in our hearts. Theaction of the story
happensin thelower bdly or bowels. The Greek verb for "to have compassion or pity" names
this center best, and you need to say theword in order to sense its meaning: splagnizomai. It
literally means"to tum over thebowels." In the Gogpds, it describes Jesus feeling of
compassion or mercy for someong such asthelepe (Mark 1:41) or the crowd (Matt. 9:36;
14:14). Inthebowels, we experience wha the story does.

A way of interndizing thestory is, therefore, to experience the story with each part of
thesdf and to identify its movements or characteristics. The resonances can then be stored or
assodated with tha moment in the story. Thos assodationsare the stuff of remembering.
Jud as" to dismembea™ means"to cut off parts of thebody,' "to remembea™ means"to
embodyor flesh outagan," to putthe parts of thebodyback togeher again. To remember is
to embodythe story's resonance. There the assodationscan resonae in theinterior spaces of
themind, the heart, and the bowels.

Learning the Story with a Partner

23

Story Journey: An Invitation to the Gospel as Storytelling
Copyright © 1988 by Thomas E. Boomershine
All Rights Reserved



Baptism

These are some suggestionsfor working with apatner onlearninga story. Thebasic
processisto tell it back and forth. Sometimes it hdpsfor oneto read it dlouda phrase or
sentence at atime and for theother to say it back. Then switch. After both of you havetold it
two or three times, take two or three minutesto tell it aloudto yourselves. Andthen tell it to
each other. Let me review some el ements of the story to natice as you are reciting.

1. Identify thestructure of thestory. Asyou are listening or studying, figure outthe
elements tha tie the narative togeher. Each chgpter of this book beginswith thetext of a
story arranged in episodes. These arrangements of stories are the end result of my critical
andysis of theliterary units of thegogd narative. When | am learning a story, | also
undelinethe verbd threads (repeated words) so that they will be easy to identify.

Some groupshave foundit hdpful to make arecording of the story episodeby
episodeandto listen to it. Thisisfunwith a partner, especidly if heor shelikesto goofoff a
little. Personswho are visudly oriented may make cartoonsof stories, akind of storytelling
hieroglyphics. Ron Hill has hiswife read him the sory, and he saysit back to her while
drawing cartoonstha symbolize thewords Others find it hdpful to move with the story and
get physcally involved iniit.

But whether in sound,image, or movement, identifying the structure of the story isan
essential step. Themore theindividud words can be chunked togeher in blodcks, the better.

2. Pay attention to theverbd connectionsbetween the episodes of thestory. Thereisa
saying aboutsermonstha applies to stories: "Preaching asermonis like flying an airplane. If
you know how to take off and howto get back down on the ground,you can always figure
out something in between." Thetwo mog important placesin a story and in each episode are
thebeginning and theend. They are your connections In the pause between the successive
episodes, those connectionsare thelife jackets that save theteller of thetale from theabyss
of silence and theterror of forgetfulness. And if you pay attentionto tho< life jackets, they
are alwaysthere. Thekey isto relax, not panic, and trug tha the connestionswill bethere. If
your partne islog, don'tjump in rightaway and save him or her. Relax and remember
togdher.

3. Repeat the story in blocks but never in mindless regurgitation. Always "think™ the
story rather than merely repeating it. Storytellingis not mere repdition. It is are-membering
of the event. By rethinking thewordswith the structure and verba connectionsin mind, the
story will quickly bestored in long-term memory and will never be forgotten.

4. Tell it to your partne from beginning to end. If you forgd, jugt keep going if you
can and check outwhat you missed later. Don'tever stop and say, "l forgot™" Youdidn't
forgd, youjud log alinkage Go onwith whatever you can remember. After you'vegotten to
theend, let your partner remind you of the place you forgot

Tips for Learning the Story

Mog of theverbd threadsin this story are tied to the story of John the Baptist, which
precedes the bagptism: baptized, Jordan, John, wilderness. Reading thetwo stories aloud
togaher isthebest way to identify those connections

But there are al'so verbd threadswithin the episodes themselves. In the baptism
episodethere are "the heavens' first, torn open, then, avoice-and "out of" Dat the beginning
of the second and third sentences Jesus comes up "out of' thewater and a voice comes "out
of" the heavens
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In thetesting episodethee is afrequent linkage between thelast phrase of the first
sentence and thefirst phrase of the next. First hewas driven out "into the wilderness," then
"hewasin thewilderness."

There are dso verbd threadstying thetwo episodes togeher. "Immediately” precedes
both "as hewas coming up out of thewater" and "the Spirit drove him." Thisword (euthus in
Greek) occurs frequently as alinkagethroughoutMark and especialy in the storiesin the
first section of the Gogpd. The steady repdtition of "immediately" gets the narative off to a
fast start. "The Spirit" descends"asadove' in thefirst episopdeand "drove him out’ in the
second.

By creating these verbd links, theandent storytellers built in the memory hooksthat
enabled first themselves and then othersto remember and retell thar stories.

Images

Each episodebeginswith a description of the place where it took place: "in the
Jordan" and "into thewilderness." By seeing the place in the mind'seye, you can see wha
happened there: the Jordan, thewilderness, and thewild beasts. Furthermore, thefirst episode
iscomposed primarily of what Jesus saw and heard: the heavenstorn open, thedove and the
voice.

Gestures

It issaid tha if youtiethe handsof storytellers, they can't remember the story. There
istruth to this because storytellers remember stories with gestures. Andent storytellers made
vivid and broad gestures that also hdped ther listeners visudize the story.

In this story, there are many implicit gestures. Coming up out of the water invites a
gesture of rising. "He saw the heavenstorn open” is appropriately gestured with first a
looking up and then atearing motion. The descent of the dove the Spirit driving him out, and
theangds serving him are e ements of the story that are naturally told with gestures as well
aswords

Listening to the Story

In Mark's story, the bgptism of the crowds by Johnprovides the context of Jesus
baptism. Baptism was an eschaological rite, aone andfor al cleansngfromsin. It wasa
sign of purification and repentance in preparation for the new age of the kingdomof God. It
stoodin contrast to thefrequent bathsfor purification tha were characteristic of Isradlite
religion. As hisinauguration, Jesusis baptized in commund solidarity with al those who
were bang bgptized by John It isaprimary sign of hisidentity with the people of Israel. He
does notremain aoof, nor is he like thekingsof Isragl, inaugurated by a special rite.

The storyteller immediately movesindde Jesus mind and relates therest of the
episodefrom Jesus point of view. Thetearing open of the heavens the descent of thedove
and thevoice are described from Jesus perspective. Thus the narrator describes what Jesus
saw and heard. Theimpact of thisisto draw the story'slistenersinto a close relationship with
Jesus as a person.

Notes on Individual Episodes
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The baptism. Thisis Jesus ordination for hismission (vs. 9).

It isthestructural equivalent of theanointingsof thekingsof Isragl (I Sam. 9-10-the
anointing of Saul; I Sam. 16-the anointing of David).

The dove. In the story of Noah (Gen. 8:8-12), thedovewas thesign of life onthe
earth and of theend of thelongpeiod of darknessin theark. In Mark's story (vs. 10), the
doveisthesign of the Spirit and has al the assodationsof the end of the age of darkness.

The voice from heaven. Moses, Elijah, and many of the pariarchsand judges of
Israel heard avoice from heaven that they knew to bethevoice of God. Anissueintelling
Mark's story is how to speak God'swordsto Jesus(vs. 11). God'swordsare usudly intoned
in adeep, sonomus and somewha distant manne. Thestyle isgenerally that of theunseen
big voice in biblical movies andthestrical presentations It ishighly unlikely that thisisthe
manne in which the evangdists told the story. In this saying aloving father first expresses
deep affection for his son and then gives him aringing persond affirmation. Thisis an
intimate word tha God says to Jesushimself. We as listeners are peamitted to overhear this
intimate word.

Driven out into the wilderness. This phrase (vs. 12) callsto mind Israel's forty years
of wandeingin thewilderness. Not only does this establish a connection between Jesus
experience and tha of Israel, butalso it makes clear the meaning of this time for Jesus It was
his time of testing. Jesus tester is, however, different from Isradl's. Satan is the symbol of the
cogmic powers of evil, theforces of the old age This episodesets the bgptism and Jesus
ministry in the context of theapocalyptic batle between the powers of goodand evil.

The wild beasts. Wild beasts were assod ated with the powers of evil in apocayptic
literature. Thus thelionsin thetale of Daniel inthe lions den (Dan. 6) are anarative
conaetization of thebeasts in Danidl's apocayptic visions(Dan. 7-8) who symbolized the
powers of evil and the empires of his age In fact, thewordsof Godto Daniel in these
chapters (Dan. 9:22-23; 10:11, 18-19) are a narative precedent for the more intimate words
of Godto Jesus

The angels. Elijah was served foodand water by an angd during his forty-day
sojoum in thewilderness on his way to Horeb, themountin of God (I Kings195-8). The
presence of theangds here (vs. 13) shows tha Jesus like Elijah, isbengtested in a struggle
between the powers of goodand evil. Thisin turn makes clear how the story wastold. It was
not narrated as a simple statement of facts butin agrandiose and apocayptic manne. Only
the style of narration can adequaely convey the cosmic character of this struggle.

In this context, it is now possible to identify some of the assodationsto be stored in
thehead, the heart, and the bowels of the storyteller. Thethoughtof this story focuses on
Jesus identity: hisrelationship with John,Moses, and Elijah asthe prophds of Isragl; his
relationship with God, the Father and the Spirit; and hisrolein relationto Satan and thewild
beasts.

The emotionsof the story are mog intense in thefatherly words of the voice fromthe
heavensto Jesus Fear is assodated with thewild beasts, while the presence of theangdsis
comforting. Theaction of the story is a commissioning, an inauguration of a great mission.
The gut meaning of the story is then theempowerment and confirmation of Jesusas Messiah.
It isthenarrative equivalent of an ordinaion or inauguration. The 8,tory invites thelistener to
experience this event with Jesus, both as an observer and as an intimate co-paticipant. We, as
listeners, are introduced to Jesusof Nazareth intimately and deeply at the beginning of his
mission.

Connections
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The problem with telling these andent narratives is tha they can continueto beold
stories with no relationdhip to the experience of storytellers and listeners now. Precisaly
because these are andent stories, we often find it difficult to undestand them
sympahetically. For this reason, learning to tell the stories also requires that we explore the
ways in which the stories connect with our experience.

There are severa expeaiential connectionsbetween this story and our experience that
can beexplored. | will smply outiineafew tha you mightwant to try.

Getting to Know Someone Deeply in a Short Period of Time

It takes very few wordsin this story to beintroduced to Jesusat a deep level. And
there are times when we meet or hear aboutsomeoneand get to know them in ashort period
of timeto a degree of depth tha is amazing.

| remember vividly my first evening at Union Theological Seminary in New Y ork.
Oneof my new roommates was Russell Davis, an urbane graduae of the University of
Virginia. That night, Russand | sat up until theearly momingtelling each other the stories of
our lives. We literally gotingde each othe's heads And oneset of stories we shared was our
experiences of beng called to ministry. By theend of that evening, we knew each other well.
And we have been friendsto this day.

Theassodationsof moments like this provide an ingghtinto oneof thedynamics of
this story. When | tell people aboutRuss, | tell a couple of his stories fromtha evening, and
others both know him and the closeness of our ties of friendship. By remembering tha
evening, | know something of theatmospheae | want to geneaatein telling this story about
Jesus of Nazareth.

Experiences of Commissioning, Inauguration, and Ordination

This tradition also connects with experiences of commissioning. In everyonéslife
there are moments of being launched: gradudions indallations weddings and baptisms. In
those moments, paticularly in retrogpect, thedirection of onéslife comesinto clear focus
These experiences can both illuminae and beilluminated by the story of Jesus baptism.

One of the primary fundionsof these experiencesis to empower personsto deal with
thefear of the new thingstha are jug ahead. A gift of this story is, therefore, tha it can bea
resource for personswho are undetaking anew mission or who are facing overwhdming
fears. And those two often gotogeher.

Thestory invites usto experience our own commissioningsin the context of Jesus
baptism and testing in thewilderness. In relationto such atime or place in ourlives, this
story isagift to bereceived. It is possible, for example, to pray this story, to enter into it
imaginaively in direct relationship with God, thevoice, Jesus thedove And, as Saint
Ignaiusof Loyolataught onecan compose tha place and time now. To enter into tha place
and time isto meditate onthe event. The story invites usto bethere in al theimmediacy of
each of the senses. The sights, sounds tastes, toudhes, and smells of thiseventin Jesus life
can emergein prayer. Tha expeience can in turn shed lighton our relationship with Christ
and on ourmission.

Connecting with Present Needs
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Listening to thestory in relation to onés present needsis another way of connecting
with the story. This can happen mog naturally with a spiritud companionwhois exploring
thestorieswith you. A simple processisto identify the need or situation that this story
addresses in our experience and to share tha with your friend. Then listen to thebiblical story
deeply. Therole of a spiritud companion here is not to advise or direct but simply to share
thestory asit isreceived. If any light or direction emerges fromthe story, and it feels
appropriate, it is goodto share tha with yourfriend. But there is no commitment or
guaantee. Thestories are not magical formulas whose incantation automatically generates
light

A human need addressed in this story is the sense of inadequacy, unworthiness, and
fear that accompanies beng commissioned for agreat mission. If | were goingto share tha
need with a spiritud companion at this moment, it would bein relation to writing this book |
feel inadequae for thistask. And | am afraid. My fear is both that | will never accomplish the
task andthat if | do, it will notbeworthy of its pupo<. | knowtheteststhat areinvolved in
the process of writing, editing, and publishing abook. If youwere with me in this moment,
you might choo® to tell me the story of Jesus bgptism. And if you are reading this now, you
can a'so know that listening to this story in the centers of myself has set my inadequacies and
fearsin anew context. The beginning of this mission to which | have been called is now set
in the context of Jesus bgptism and testing in thewilderness. | have another companion.

Telling the Story

An essential step in the exploration of abiblical story istotell it, first to yourself and
perhgpsto God, then to a partner, to asmall groupof friendsor storytellers, to your primary
faith community, and findly to anyonewho wants to hear it. Theinteriorization of the story
makes it possible to speak to theinteriors of othe's. Once the story has percolated throughthe
head, the heart, thelower bdly, and even down to thetoes, it can then come out of your
mouth agan and resonde fully in thetelling. It is now a part of you and can become a story
for someoneelse.

But themog critical element in sharing these storiesis to protect thefreedomof the
listener. Biblical stories are not designed to persuade or to manipulate alistener into
agreement. To be sure, there are appedls, and the stories are structured to invite respons. But
thefreedomof thelistener to respondin avariety of waysis built into thestories. They do not
have only onemeaning but open out onto a broad playgroundof meaning. There thelisteners
are invited to play.

The playgrounddoes have boundaies. It is possible to experience and interpret the
stories in waystha are ingppropriate to thar intent. For example, it isingppropriate to hear
this story as an accountof Chrigtian triumphdism over Juddasm, in which Judasm s
somehow supeseded by Christianity. Theways in which Jesus identity as Messiah and Son
of God are afulfillment of Isragl's tradition are many and varied. But there is no onemeaning
or set of princples tha can bedrawn fromthis story. It is an invitation to enter into an event.

But every listene has therightto choo® whether to hear the story and if so, how. The
preservation of the openness of the biblical storytelling traditionis essential to itslife.
Therefore, with full affirmation of thefreedomtha God has given you and your listeners, |
invite you to tell the story of Jesus bgptism to someoneel se.
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