BAPTISM OF THE LORD “C”

We who have gathered here today because we acknowledge Jesus as our Lord and Savior and want to come into his presence each week in His Word and Eucharist have just celebrated much of the mystery of God’s plan to save us and restore us to the dignity of children of God that we were created to become.

We spent four weeks of Advent reflecting upon prophesies of God’s plan to save us.  Then we recalled the story of Jesus’ birth and all of the humility, simplicity, mystery, and humanity that surround it, including the visit of the Magi from the East … Gentiles who came seeking the Savior of the entire world.

Between Christmas and Epiphany, we had the feast of the Holy Family, the story of Jesus at age twelve remaining behind in the temple to listen to the Jewish religious leaders and ask questions of them.

Today, we heard about his Baptism by John the Baptist in the Jordan River.  Next Sunday, we will listen to an account of Jesus changing water into wine at the wedding feast at Cana in Galilee.  And after that we will be off and running with stories of his public ministry, until we quickly come to Lent and begin to reflect upon the events which led to the end of his earthly life.

And as well as receiving all of this Good News compressed so tightly together, we are cautioned to not lose sight of our belief that Jesus was fully human like us, as well as being fully divine.  If we lose that vital aspect of our faith in Jesus, then it is all reduced to so much play-acting on his part, just a nice story; not faith that the Promised Savior has come in the person of Jesus Christ.

When Jesus was an early teenager, he went with his parents and fellow villagers on a pilgrimage to the Temple in Jerusalem to observe Passover, and remained behind when they began their return journey.  That Bible story indicates to us that, at that time, Jesus was overwhelmed with a sense that God’s business was Jesus’ business.  During those years, Jesus would have wondered, as all young people do, if things in life were really as they should be … poverty for the vast majority, military occupation, foreign domination.

In today’s Gospel reading, we see that Jesus is a few years older and he leaves his home in Nazareth.  We don’t know if he left home and expected to someday return the same as he had left, which does not always happen. (In her Christmas letter, one of my high school classmates commented that, when you raise your children to think for themselves, it can come around and bite you in the behind!)  At any rate, it seems that Jesus came upon this wandering desert prophet who had similar concerns about the ways of the world.  John the Baptist clearly understood that the world was not as it should be and that God himself was coming to set things straight.

Even though they were some degree of cousins, even though their mothers spent time together before their births, we have no indication that John the Baptist and Jesus knew one another prior to this time.  Jesus apparently liked what John had to say, and decided to get in line and receive his baptism and become one of John’s followers.

John was upfront with all who came to him, telling them that he was baptizing with water, but one mightier was coming who would baptize with the Holy Spirit and fire.

Jesus receives the baptism of John the Baptizer, along with many others that day.  The dramatic moment does not occur as Jesus is coming up out of the water, but only after his baptism, while he is praying.  While he was at prayer, the voice spoke to him: “You are my beloved Son; with you I am well pleased.”

The Baptism is not only about Jesus, the Second Person of the Holy Trinity, but also about the Spirit, the Third Person of the Holy Trinity.  The Spirit had been present to Jesus in Nazareth at prayer, in the synagogue with the elders, and in his anxious reflections upon the Jewish scriptures.  But the Baptism was an experience of the Spirit that changed his life.  Jesus must have thought, “that intuition I had as an adolescent was right.  God really is my Father!  Now how shall I live?”

During the upcoming Lenten season, we will recall how Jesus went into solitude in the desert to discern how he, as the Son of God in the world, must live in the world.  He was often tempted to give up on his special relationship with God, but he realized that the whole point of his existence was that he was totally human.

His Father had created the world as glad, but it had become sad.  There will always be rich and poor; there will always be strong and weak.  He knew it was not a matter of fixing the system, but of creating an alternate system.  He called it the “Kingdom of God”, and dedicated his whole life to that cause.

Now, nothing so dramatic occurred when you and I were baptized.  But in our baptism we made promises, or someone made certain promises for us.  And at some time in life we must decide whether we will confirm those promises, or deny them.  WE have to decide whether being part of the Body of Christ makes any different to us; decide whether we are responsible for any part of God’s world beside ourselves.

Brothers and sisters: the Baptism of the Lord is a model for all of us who believe.  Our baptism challenges us to face the very same question that it asked of Jesus:  “If I am a child of God, how must I live?”

In our Baptism, the Spirit of God descended to re-create us, giving us new life.  But that is not the end of God’s many works on our behalf.  Every time our community prays the Eucharistic prayer, the Spirit descends again to sustain us, breathing into us the divine life that we share in Holy Communion.

Thanks to this sacramental nourishment of the Body and Blood of the Risen Christ, we are sent forth again and again, in peace, to love and serve the Lord.
