BAPTISM OF THE LORD ‘A’

When writers such as Matthew, Mark, Luke & John are writing for the purpose of proclaiming and urging belief in the reality of someone, in this case Jesus Christ, the long-awaited Savior, they are challenged to make sense and meaning out of what is known and what has been said about the person’s origins, as well as the scattered reports about the person before he became well-known and important.  As a result, we have these snippets about Jesus’ birth, his circumcision, and the time when he stayed behind in Jerusalem talking to the chief priests and scribes in the synagogue.  

Today we celebrate the Baptism of the Lord and hear about it from Saint Matthew. Almost all scholars of the Gospels agree that the baptism of Jesus by John is a historical fact.  Jesus did not get baptized in order to establish the Church and found one of the seven Sacraments.  Most probably, Jesus sensed that he had a vocation that was religious and somehow special, and he was attracted to John’s preaching and what John was doing to help people – John was offering a baptism of repentance of sins.  Jesus was not a sinner; he probably wanted to align himself for a time at least with John’s message and movement.

But when John finally agreed to Jesus’ request for his baptism, things happened that even Jesus did not expect.  That is what caused this event to make history, even though Jesus was not well-known, or even did not know himself very well.  Matthew presents Jesus’ baptism in order to clearly establish Jesus’ identity before he begins his public ministry.  Matthew speaks of the voice from Heaven declaring, “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well-pleased.”  With this, Jesus’ mission is clearly communicated and confirmed through divine means.  Jesus hears the voice and sees the dove. For Matthew, Jesus’ earthly ministry can now begin.  It is now known who he is and why he has come.

I wonder how Jesus felt after having only requested to join John’s movement of repentance.  He came up from the water and behold, the heavens were opened for him, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and coming upon him.  And a voice came from the heavens saying, “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well-pleased.”

Some cynics might compare this experience to the television reality program “Undercover Boss”.  I mean, why become a clerk to turn a company around?  By Jesus receiving John’s baptism they would claim that Jesus makes a similar move, showing himself to be the boss.

I can’t believe that, for Jesus, it was a game, or that Jesus was yet all that self-confident. Surely the revelation was helpful to him; it must also have been confusing.  It certainly does not seem to have given him a big head, as we see that his public ministry that followed was always characterized by humility and justice.

For Jesus, the real meaning of this baptism came to be much like what we mean when we sometimes speak of a baptism of fire, when someone seeking to achieve something important discovers it to be more difficult than imagined.  From this moment onward, Jesus became recognized and well-known, his fame spread around that region.  Some began to believe he really was the promised savior; many were curious about him; some considered him to be a phony; others were threatened by him.

Last weekend, we celebrated the feast of Epiphany, reflecting upon the significance of the arrival of Magi from other countries in search of the one who had been born to save all humankind.  This feast of the Baptism of Jesus by John in the Jordan River is another epiphany of Jesus, another manifestation of Jesus as God.  The voice of God coming from the heavens is the first public proclamation of Jesus as Son of God.

Jesus passes from a private life in Galilee to a public life characterized by humility, compassion, and justice.  Today’s first reading from the prophet Isaiah describes what Jesus was chosen to do: establish justice on earth, open the eyes of the blind, and bring out those who live in darkness.

After Jesus had completed his mission here on earth – preaching the kingdom, healing, freeing from sin, spreading the Good News in every way until his crucifixion and resurrection … after he had completed all of this He gathered his disciples, told them that his job was finished and that he was returning to his Father.  But before He ascended, he gave to them the power he had received, and instructed them, “Now, go, therefore, and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.

Jesus chose water as the sign of becoming a child of God with all one’s sins forgiven.  Water is a very ambivalent sign, something that can be both good and bad.  We have a need for water for life in so many ways.  At the same time, too much water can be devastating.  When we are not worrying about receiving too much moisture, we are worrying that we will not have sufficient moisture.  Water has always been a strong symbol of faith – cleansing and refreshing us.  

By asking for the baptism of John, Jesus was willing to be immersed in all that comprises the human condition, both the good and the bad of being human.  In our baptism, we received all of the blessedness of belonging to Jesus.  As fragile humans, this blessedness is tempered by our daily struggle to remain blessed.  We, like Jesus, seek to realize our vocation as children of God.

Writer Frederick Buehner says of vocations: “Our vocation, the place God calls us to, is the place where our deepest gladness and the world’s hunger meet.  We will be happiest in life if we can do what we love doing and realize how what we are doing offers a needed and important service to others.

In recent years, people all around me have been retiring – all of my high school classmates, half of my family, many of my friends.  I congratulate them, not on their retirement, but on their career.  I hope they have had a happy career, because that means they have been able to use their time and talents to serve others.  At the same time, life is not all fun.  There is much that we do simply because it needs to be done – for our marriage, for the needs of our children, for the common good, even doing what is best for ourselves and our health, although we would rather be careless.

When Jesus received the Spirit in his baptism in the River Jordan, his deepest longing and gladness were affirmed.  Yet we know that, eventually, his baptism in the Jordan became a river that flowed into death for him.

We celebrate the Baptism of Jesus each year so that we might reflect upon the importance of our baptism, the moment we received the new life as children of God with all of our sins forgiven.  Most of us do not remember our baptism; we had no more idea of being baptized than we had of being born.  But now we know that Baptism is not just a rite that was performed for us or one more sacramental celebration.  Baptism is our way of life, inspired and empowered by Jesus, by God, in the Spirit.  We are anointed for service.  This means that we are to hear with Jesus’ open ears, see with Jesus’ clear eyes’ and reach out with hearts and hands that refuse no one, and welcome all.

