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Discerning Roots 
Luke 3:15-23 

 
 I am a European mongrel.  My 23-and-me results indicate that I 

am 100% northern European (worth absolutely nothing in terms of 
charitable grants or racial quotas)—a mix of one-half Norwegian 

(44%), and the other half (44.5%) consisting of Irish malt with a 
jigger of Scotch (the remaining genetic percentages are made up of 
residual whale blubber and boiled cabbage).  By and large, my roots 

are easy to figure out compared to some folks, who have a generous 
and lucrative mix of every race, culture, and ethnic group that has 

ever inhabited America.  There are also, I’m sure, a few proud 
pedigrees among us—those whose ethnic bloodline for generations 

has been pure and untainted by mutts like me.  Of course, like most 
animals, you can always tell a thoroughbred because they’re hard to 
handle and rather neurotic (something to do with chronic inbreeding, 

I believe)! 
 Now whatever heritage you proudly possess, it is now one of 

life’s duties to figure out something about your background in order 
to identify some of the archetypal influences upon your life.  For 

instance, I’ve always had a passion for mountains and the ocean—I 
find my soulful peace in either setting.  That’s why I haven’t left 
Noank (despite the deacons’ votes!), because I’m a Viking at heart.  

For my family, life comes together in the backseat of a fiord!  But at 
the same time, I’ve also been drawn to folk music and Irish poetry 

and know that my favorite color is verdant green.  No doubt, my Irish 
roots.  These geographical roots gave rise to my lifelong peacemaking 
interests since my lineage has been as turbulent as the North Sea! 
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 In any case, the heritage from which we derive often gives shape 
to the person we are as an adult.  Ethnic characteristics as well as 

genetic influences help supply texture to the portrait we are as a 
person.  But along with those obvious features, we also have 

psychological and spiritual roots worthy to be discerned.  What I 
mean is this: we are frequently molded by the circumstances of our 

lives and the deep longings we have within us, often generated by (or 
to compensate for) some psychological or spiritual deficit in our 
souls.  

 For example, once in a while I come across individuals who 
grew up throughout childhood deprived of meaningful affection from 

one or both of their parents.  For whatever reason, their memory is of 
a parent who was harsh, cold, and emotionally distant.  In such cases, 
it’s not unusual for subconscious (or even conscious) motivations to 

compensate by seeking affection from others who can meet that need.  
In some, it can become uncontrollable, or inappropriate, complicating 

relationships.  In other words, an individual who has lacked sufficient 
nurturing in childhood will often reflect that deficit in their adult 

needs and behavior. 
 Or, if a child has grown up in an adoptive family, knowing that 
his or her biological parents are out there somewhere in the world, 

but completely unknown to them—all of this will leave its impact.  
Somewhere along the way, most adopted children search for their 

birth parents, not necessarily to live with them, but to understand 
and appreciate their own roots.  It may be out of curiosity or an effort 

to come to terms with their identity.  “Who are these people who are 
my flesh and blood?”  “Who is my birth mother?”  Who is my 
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biological father?”  That fundamental search for self-understanding 
can be compelling through the unfolding of their lives. 

Now I won’t claim genetics were understood to play a role in the 
biblical narrative but discerning one’s roots certainly does.  In 

particular, I imagine this was of concern to Jesus as he sought to 
grasp his role and purpose—something that may have prompted him 

to be baptized by John at this point in his life.   
In order to understand our text for today, we must come to 

terms with two distinct points of Jesus’s identity: 1) who was he in 

relationship to God? and 2) who was he in relationship to Joseph and 
Mary?  And even if we presume to know the answer to these questions 

based on the biblical record and Christian tradition, I suspect when 
Jesus was baptized by John, those questions were not so clearly 
understood by Jesus himself.  We must read between the lines and 

imagine what may have been going on. 
 The unknown years of Jesus’s early life play into what we might 

know about him in his public ministry.  What did Jesus do prior to his 
baptism?  We can only speculate based on what was customary at the 

time.  For instance, once Jesus reached adolescence, he should have 
been turned over to the tutelage of his father, Joseph.  Up until 
puberty, Jesus was completely under the care and keeping of his 

mother, Mary, consistent with traditional domestic practices.  Then, 
once he reached 12 or 13, he would become his father’s son to learn a 

trade and the ways of being a proper adult male.  But unlike his 
siblings, as firstborn son he would have been obligated, then, to stay 

within the family’s social sphere to follow in his father’s footsteps 
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taking care of the household and inheriting his father’s trade, which 
we are given to believe was woodworking.   

So, a picture starts to develop of what Jesus’s life was like prior 
to his baptism, i.e., he was standing in his father’s place as head of the 

household and earning wages as a woodworker—yet, woodworking 
not in the vein of having a little village shop making furniture or 

yokes for oxen (as we were taught in Sunday School).  Some 
archeologists and scholars suggest, with the region under Roman 
occupation, it’s quite possible Jesus was conscripted by authorities as 

a carpenter and craftsman (like many were) to help rebuild Sepphoris 
into a new military center and imperial capital which was constructed 

at the time four miles from the village of Nazareth.  Call it “eminent 
domain” of local skills and labor required of non-Roman males who 
worked the trades during this period in Galilee.  Thus, it’s fair to 

speculate if Jesus was living the life of a local “construction worker” in 
the decade leading up to his baptism.   

Beyond that, without any references to his father, Joseph, or 
mention of Jesus being married, we are left to fill in the gaps 

presuming the firstborn son replaced his father as the head of the 
household while still in his youth—that his father must have even 
died before Jesus was in his mid-teens, before the age when Joseph 

would have arranged a marriage for the children of his household.  
How do we know?  In antiquity, marriages weren’t the result of 

personal relationships or romantic attraction.  Marriages were 
typically arranged by the heads of households.  Whether or not two 

people were in love wasn’t a consideration; families were primarily 
united in marriage, with the personal relationship between husband 
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and wife being a secondary matter.  Marriages were normally 
proposed when young men and women were in their teens to 

maximize childbearing and to ensure family alliances at the earliest 
opportunity.  If living, then fathers were responsible for making or 

encouraging these arrangements.  So what happened in Jesus’s life? 
One more thing: by the time of his baptism, Jesus would have 

had almost his entire life scripted by tradition and circumstances.  As 
Luke tells us, Jesus was around thirty years of age when he began his 
ministry.  This might seem as if he was entering the prime of his life.  

However, in first century Palestine, thirty years was well into one’s 
“senior” years.  Over half the population didn’t survive three decades.  

So, Luke’s point is that it was relatively late in life when Jesus 
embarked on his ministry.  He was closer to the status of an elder 
than of a young man.  For those in similar circumstances and of his 

advanced age, that would be their lot in life—to watch over their 
family and the requisite responsibilities until the day of their death.   

If this is a fair representation of Jesus’ life based on the context 
and customs, imagine the spiritual turmoil he would have felt, 

wondering where his intuited sense of calling was leading him.  
Imagine his frustration listening to synagogue leaders who were 
probably more concerned about maintaining religious traditions than 

addressing the great injustices of society.  For one who experienced 
daily the sights and suffering of Galileans under Roman control and 

who sensed a different destiny than what he was currently living, 
somewhere in his late twenties came the tipping point: Jesus became 

intrigued and influenced by John’s prophetic ministry and his radical 
call for Judean society to discern their roots as a covenantal people of 
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Israel’s God.  That would lead to freedom from its current state as an 
occupied territory of Rome and from its own internal corruption, 

systemic injustice, and impious culture.   
As a reformer, John the Baptizer was calling his people back 

into the proverbial wilderness to reclaim their roots and to rediscover 
their active faith in the living God.  John’s call was to repent—to 

change their world from the direction it was headed.  Along the way, 
John’s radical message spoke to the heart of Jesus and he went to the 
Jordan and was baptized. 

What we have in Jesus’s baptism is a moment of great personal 
decision and confirmation, when he finally acted on his calling and 

broke from his well-trod ways.  If it were several years after his own 
father had passed away, Jesus may also have wondered how Joseph 
would have viewed his choices.  It could well have been a relationship 

that had little time to develop.  When young people lose a parent, 
there is often a subconscious desire to reconnect with them.  I suspect 

the same was true of Jesus.  
What yearning must have been within Jesus to reconnect with 

his own earthly father, even while he longed to claim the calling 
where God was leading him?  What stirrings in his soul must have 
surfaced as he responded to John’s call to repentance—the call to 

change the status quo—the call to forsake the life he had known to 
that time? 

      Jesus’ baptism was likely an experience quite different for him 
than for others.  For virtually everyone who came to John at the 

Jordan, it would have been a call to repent from sin and 
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wrongdoing—a time to get right with God—a time to prepare 
themselves for the day of the Lord before it was too late.   

But for Jesus of Nazareth—Jesus, son of Joseph—Jesus, the Son 
of God—this call to repentance very well may have been to instigate a 

change in his life—yes, to get things right with God by finally 
following his heart, rejecting that which had prevented him from 

pursuing his true vocation.  He responded to John’s call and was 
baptized as a believer—a true believer in the life where God was now 
leading him. 

      The Gospel writers are inconsistent as to when this actually 
happened, but according to Luke, it was after Jesus was baptized, 

sometime later in a moment of reflection and prayer, when Jesus’s 
spiritual eyes and ears were opened and he heard a voice from beyond 
him confirming his difficult choice—“You are my beloved son, with 

whom I am well pleased.”  In that extraordinary moment, Jesus 
discerned his spiritual roots—the deep connection he had with his 

father—in truth, with both of his fathers. 
      Of course, from the perspective of faith and tradition, it makes 

perfect sense Jesus should quote the Psalmist (Ps. 2:7) in reference to 
himself—God’s Spirit speaking to confirm that Jesus was now ready 
for his role as prophet, as Messiah, as Savior, as Great Redeemer of 

the world.  But given the difficult choices in his all-too-human life, I 
also wonder, if deep down within his heart, Jesus may have likewise 

interpreted it as a confirmation from Joseph—that now it was okay to 
relinquish his responsibilities as firstborn son and leave home.  It was 

time for Jesus to follow his heart with both of his fathers’ blessing: 
“You are my beloved son, with whom I am well pleased.”       
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Who knows?  We can only imagine and speculate.  However, all 
this would be consistent with Jesus’ story and with the journey he was 

on.  Besides, the Gospel writers unite in presenting the symbolic 
image of the dove of peace coming down upon Jesus, poignantly 

suggesting that the peace that had eluded him for so long was now 
upon him—his soul overwhelmed with satisfaction that his time had 

come.  He was now filled with the divine Spirit that animated his 
ultimate calling. 
      In this light, the story of Jesus’s baptism becomes far more real 

and, with that, more profound and relevant as a teachable moment 
for us than tradition presents it.  When we realize his life entailed as 

much a spiritual search for meaning, purpose, and direction as ours 
often does, the significance of this moment in Jesus’s life speaks to 
what lies deep within our own souls.   

Much like us, Jesus wrestled with competing demands and 
duties, conflicting obligations and expectations, and a heart that was 

leading him to do something his family and society weren’t eager to 
embrace.  If so, it helps me understand how God still works in our 

very human lives. 
      You may choose or not choose to read Jesus’s story into your 
own, but that was Jesus’s experience, as I see it, and in many ways, 

it’s ours, too.  Sometimes our spiritual roots go deeper than what we 
have always been or who we think we are.  For us, and for Jesus as 

well, it comes down to a matter of calculating risk, summoning 
courage, and building trust—that the way God leads us is meant to 

bring us to a greater good, even if it doesn’t always make sense to us 
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or to those around us.  It may even take most of one’s life on earth to 
reach that point, as it appears it did for Jesus. 

      This is what a search for one’s soul is like, discerning our 
spiritual DNA, as it were, under the grace of God.  But it is often what 

makes people extraordinary in otherwise ordinary lives, and it is why 
it was such a profound sign of God’s love in coming to join our human 

struggle in the very credible and human life of our Savior and Lord, 
Jesus of Nazareth. 
          
          The Rev. Dr. Paul C. Hayes 
           Noank Baptist Church, Noank CT 
           13 January 2019   
 


