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EPIPHANY        1 : BAPTISM OF OUR LORD:  ST MARY’S
11.01.2015:  

I am sometimes asked what brought me to ordination
as a Priest, and depending who asks and when, rather
depends on my answer - for there is no easy, slick
answer to such a question.  And I am not going to
give you one now!

I wonder if anyone asked Jesus why he was baptised?
It is certainly a question early Theologians asked,
considering they felt that Jesus was without sin. Yet
we see the story of Jesus’ baptism in all four gospels
- and there is little doubt it was an historical event.
John the Baptist’s baptism was for repentance, so
perhaps it does seem strange for Jesus to feel moved
to allow himself to be baptised - but perhaps it was
to align himself with John the Baptist’s cause, and to
express his agreement to the Baptist’s message.

But for St Mark, he sees the event as the moment
when Jesus’ identity is given the seal of divine
approval - for this man   is    the Son of God - and that is
what St Mark’s gospel is about.
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After the birth narratives in Luke and Matthew we are
not given any real details of Jesus’ childhood - except
the brief story, in Luke, of his journey to Jerusalem
with his parents when he was 12.   Thereafter, we
have what are called the hidden years until we see
Jesus at this scene in the Jordan, when he is was
probably in his early 30’s.  Much has been written and
conjectured about those hidden years, but they will
remain a mystery.

But it is interesting, perhaps, to wonder whether Jesus
had a growing realization of his vocation, or whether
it was sudden, when standing by the Jordan.

It seems very likely that throughout his early life there
was a sort of nagging feeling that he was to do
something, be something perhaps - maybe he
remained unclear of what it might be; certainly in the
Temple at 12 he referred to being about his Father’s
business  - but perhaps in his searching for the true
‘call’ he had heard of John’s work and had decided to
go to the water’s edge to hear what he had to say for
himself.   And once there he felt drawn to asking John
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for Baptism.  Whatever the case - Jesus was obviously
moved to seek further guidance by going straight
away to the Wilderness to pray - going into Retreat,
to discern God’s will for him.

+++
On Tuesday last week we celebrated the Feast of the
Epiphany, the manifestation of Christ to the Gentiles -
and we anticipated it last Sunday - and as we heard in
the antiphons last Sunday the Baptism of Jesus and
his first miracle at the wedding at Cana are part of
this manifestation - of Christ being made known – his
glory being revealed – only glimpses – but
nonetheless real – “You are my Son, the Beloved”.

++
As Jesus came out of the water he saw the heavens
torn apart and the Spirit descending   like    a dove upon
him. A glimpse of God’s majesty and power, God’s
gentleness  - the Spirit of God like a dove - or as we
read in Genesis like a breath or wind. God’s Spirit may
be quiet, almost silent, or may be a majestic power,
like a mighty rushing wind or flames of fire.
So as the Spirit of God moved over the water at
creation - so we see the Spirit, as a dove, descending
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over the water of the Jordan at this     new     creation.  And
this is so with     our    own Baptism - it is a newness of
life - a new beginning, a special union with God, as
we become a member of the Body of Christ. And as
Jesus’ Baptism enabled him to enter a ministry of
self-sacrifice, so our Baptism should do the same.

++
St Paul, as we heard in the second lesson, asked if the
disciples had received the Holy Spirit, and finding that
their baptism had been John’s baptism of repentance
they were now baptised in the name of Jesus with
hands laid upon them, thus enabling those disciples
to fulfill the task set for them - the task of
prophesying in the Spirit.

Elsewhere in St Paul’s epistles he does tell us that the
gifts of the Spirit are many and varied - and it is
wrong to assume that the gift of the Holy Spirit is
given only in one way.  The important thing is
discernment - to listen to God, as our Lord did, and
to learn God’s desire for each one of us.

For many who are older, you may feel you have done
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your bit and it is unlikely God will call you to do much
more now, if anything!  But I would beg to disagree,
as we never know.  And at the risk of your feeling all I
ever seem to talk about is praying, I shall say it again!

++
We are in a perilous state in the world, I fear, at the
moment.  Not only do we see the appalling
destruction of Syria, and the refugees desperately
trying to survive in the cold weather, a mother with
twins holding them all day to keep them warm but
with almost no food – we also seem to be on the
brink of an increase risk of terrorism in our own land
– to the extend the head of MI5 has been very frank,
perhaps one might think too frank to give possible
terrorists the sense that it will be open house to
them, as an attack cannot be prevented – unless of
course it was a clever decoy!  In a way I suppose most
of us feel there is little or nothing we can do!

++++
The terror attack on Charlie Hebo, the satirical
magazine headquarters this past week has shocked
France and the world – and this was followed by an
attack on a Jewish supermarket.  They were both
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unspeakable crimes against humanity – but what do
we make of the fact that the extremists felt that the
Prophet Mohammed had been violated by the
cartoon?  It has been interesting to hear what the
panel of both Question Time and Any Questions had
to say at the end of the week – and most if not all of
the panel members, including a Moslem, felt that if
you have democracy you have freedom of speech and
every right to draw cartoons of the Prophet.  But as
someone pointed out there are laws that prevent
people denying the Holocaust for one – so there is not
unrestrained freedom of speech or behaviour!

+
I was interested when reading the guidelines handed
out to the Freshers at Stellenbosch University in the
Cape, where my step grand daughter is about to go -
the Acting Rector states in his welcome letter -
“comments and jokes may seem harmless from your
frame of reference, but could be offensive to a fellow
student”  – therefore he was presumably saying be
careful in what you say and how you say it – a salutary
reminder to me I think too!   And this is perhaps the
point regarding religious sensitivities – I hate to hear
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people taking the name of Christ Jesus in vain as an
expletive most often – but people do, and there isn’t
much one can really do about it – equally it is very
offensive and totally against the religion of Moslems
to have any images, whether pictures of statues –
hence their wonderful architecture and geometric and
colourful designs in their buildings – so it seems
extremely unkind to go against this strongly held
belief and in the end    respect    comes into it.

But we are living in an age where there is very little
respect – just look at the things that are apparently
said on twitter, and about politicians – we may think it
hilariously funny to see the unfortunate picture of Ed
Milliband eating a bacon sandwich being shown over
and over again, but it is unkind. We live in a very
negative, iconoclastic society today – and people
think it is all right to assault verbally – even with
death and rape threats of some.

However, we    are    very fortunate to live in a democratic
society where we can speak out without fear of arrest
– at least this applies with regard to most things –
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and fortunate to be able to vote for our politicians
without coercion or the risk of arrest and torture.  But
a bit of loving kindness and respectful and peaceful
coexistence would be good and helpful.  Of course
the media will make the most of the worst aspects of
human behaviour and we rarely get the good, caring
stories – unless they involve animals!

++
So where does my ranting take us today – well you
could be thinking that religion and politics don’t mix
– or you could be wondering what on earth this has to
do with Jesus’ baptism, the topic for today.

But I take it back to the beginning about discernment
– to being called by God – all of us to loving service –
to care for one another to seek the common good.
This means accepting people as they are and for what
they believe whether Moslem, Jew, Hindu and so on.
In the end we don’t get het up and take action –
unless one is a fundamentalist – about how Jesus’
name is taken in vain - because as the Moslem on
Any Questions said God is greater than this and can
deal with it (or words to that effect!).  And as
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Christians we have seen that God in Christ suffered
appallingly both by what was said, how he was
unlawfully accused and tried and also how he was
treated physically. God, because of love, has taken so
much more than a cartoon of a Prophet.

However in faith, and by the power of our baptism
and the Holy Spirit dwelling within us we should be
thoroughly aware of what the world is up to –
ignoring issues will not make them go away.

So unless you feel strongly about writing to your MP
or the Press, we have what Jesus did in the Wilderness
and that is pray, trust God and listen for God’s call.
And at this time of risk we need to pray for peace, for
discernment by those in authority – in Government
and in the Secret Service, the police, the military and
all who are responsible for our safety - that God will
guide them by the power of the Holy Spirit – and that
all shall be well.

That is a big task and it is holding the peace of the
world in our hearts and minds – in our “begging
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bowls” before Christ Jesus – the Prince of Peace – and
it should not be a quick prayer but time spent
‘holding’ the world in our thoughts and hearts and in
silence offering them to God – I feel it is all part of the
cosmic presence and energy.

++
The dove descending on Jesus  - was the dove of
peace - God’s breath, whether it is mighty or gentle,
is the breath of peace - the fire and the passion of
God, is God’s peace.

Let us, as this Incarnational season of Peace draws to
a close, continue to live for peace throughout the year
- and to pray fervently for it.

Christians have been called to be children of peace  -
not war - priests have been called to be people of
prayer, but all Christians, in the priesthood of all
believers, are likewise called to pray, praying that we
may be at peace with one another and have peace in
our own hearts.

Remember that we do not live for this present world
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but we live according to the coming age - when we
have the hope of living with Christ in perfect harmony
and love – whether Jew, Moslem, Christian – or indeed
any other religion or none – for God is the God of
surprises and we have no idea who we might meet
after we have died but we live in the hope that when
we die we shall dwell with the Beloved Son, the
Chosen, the Prince of Peace - God’s glory.

So I end with the prayer attributed to St Francis of
Assisi  - let us make it our prayer ----

Lord, make us instruments of your peace
where there is hatred, let us sow love

where there is injury, pardon
where there is discord, union

where there is doubt, faith
where there is despair, hope
where there is darkness, light
where there is sadness, joy

grant that we may not so much seek
to be consoled as to console

to be understood as to understand
to be loved as to love;  for it is in giving that we

receive
it is in pardoning that we are pardoned

and it is in dying that we are born to eternal life.
Amen


