
 

 

My how the time flies during the Christmas season! A couple of weeks ago Jesus was born, the next week 

we celebrated the Holy Family, then the feast of the Holy Innocence, and now we have the feast of the  

Epiphany tied to Jesus’ baptism. 

It is today that we have the two cousins meeting yet again.  As John is the last prophet of the Old Testament, 

he is giving way to the one he has been prophesying about, the Messiah and the New Testament; or if you 

will, the new and eternal covenant of God with man.  

"Three mysteries mark this holy day: Today the star leads the Magi to the infant Christ; today water is 

changed into wine for the wedding feast; and today Christ wills to be baptized by John in the river Jordan to 

bring us salvation."  The Epiphany is not limited to the story of the Magi, but embraces a number of the early 

stories of Jesus in which he was revealed as being more than the carpenter from Nazareth, son of Mary. 

Three events are considered under the title of Epiphany. 

Each occasion is highly symbolic. Each announces a particular manifestation of Jesus: the Magi signify God's 

self-manifestation in Jesus Christ to the Gentile world; the changing of water into wine at Cana manifests  

Jesus to his family and friends. 

But what about the baptism of Jesus? Whom is Jesus being manifested to there?  Some might say the      

baptism reveals Jesus to the larger Jewish community, and Matthew's account of the baptism would bear this 

out. But there is another way of thinking about this that we can consider, this one rooted in Luke's account. 

Without a doubt His baptism was one of the key moments in the life of Jesus. Luke does two significant 

things in his presentation of this event:  

First, he gets John the Baptist out of the picture as quickly as possible. Luke allows John to say, "I am         

baptizing you with water, but one mightier than I is coming. I am not worthy to loosen the thongs of his    

sandals." This points out clearly that John was the forerunner, the overture to the main event. Then his final 

words: "He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire." Exit John.  

The second thing Luke does - and this is surprising - is to ignore the actual moment of Jesus being baptized. 

Luke doesn't say anything about the baptism. What is important happens after it is over, when Jesus is    

praying. Then, the heavens open. Then, the Holy Spirit comes "in bodily form like a dove." And it is then that 

the voice speaks…while Jesus is praying.  

Luke wants us to focus on the words spoken, so he has set them apart from the baptism. "You are my         

beloved Son; with you I am well pleased." Now, notice that God speaks directly to Jesus here.  In Matthew's 

account the voice speaks to those standing around, saying: "This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well 

pleased." God sounds like a proud father, introducing his son. But in Luke, and in Mark, the voice is addressed 

to Jesus: "You are my beloved Son; with you I am well pleased."  

Is it possible that the Epiphany here is to Jesus?  Is this the event when Jesus was manifested to himself?                                                            

Listen to those beautiful, tender words. "You are my beloved Son; with you I am well pleased."  
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There is a book called Understanding the Human Jesus by Andrew Canale. The author, a psychologist, was not 

writing as a biblical scholar or as a theologian, but as a human being, trying to understand the completeness 

of Jesus' humanity.  

One of the events he considers is the baptism of Jesus. Canale suggested that something must have been 

going on in Jesus for some time, some inner stirrings that made him leave his family, that made him            

dissatisfied with his daily life, and sent him off, down to Judea, out into the desert to hear this prophet that 

was preaching repentance. He must have wrestled with himself: He was only a carpenter from Nazareth, his 

family was depending on him for its well-being, and yet he felt a need to move on, that he was being called 

to something...  

Then he heard John's voice, a voice in the wilderness calling others to live in readiness, to undergo a change 

of heart, that someone was coming who would baptize with the Spirit.  And Jesus found himself moving     

toward the water. What did he have to repent of?  Canale suggests the English word repent is linked to the 

Latin word for pain, and speculates that Jesus would know that his decision to leave his family would cause 

pain, and this would be cause for repentance.  

All we know is that he was there, listening to John, and he went down into the water, and then something 

happened that helped shape the rest of his life.  He heard a voice: "You are my beloved Son; with you I am 

well pleased."  These words are heavy with meaning. They refer back to the Hebrew Scriptures, to one of the 

psalms and to Isaiah.  Psalm 2 was used when a king was anointed in Israel; there God calls the king "my 

son": "You are my son, today I am your father" (Ps 2:7).  And the words "with you I am well pleased" come 

from a nameless prophet of the exile whom we call Deutero-Isaiah or Second Isaiah, not to be confused with 

an earlier prophet Isaiah.  

Jesus knew the book of Isaiah and those portions we call the Servant Songs. These are poems in which God 

speaks about his servant and says: "Here is my servant whom I uphold, my chosen one with whom I am 

pleased" (Isa 42:1).  

This servant was the one sent to bring justice to the nations.  He was marked by compassion, and would not 

break a bruised reed or quench a smoldering wick.  

This servant was the one sent as a covenant of the people, a light for the nations, to open the eyes of the 

blind and bring freedom to captives. Jesus heard a voice speaking to him and a road opened before him. He 

knew it was the truth, God's truth. And in this truth was his calling. That's the meaning of the word vocation - 

a calling. And the Spirit who came in bodily form was the spirit of truth, God's truth.  

This Epiphany within the feast of the Baptism of Jesus invites us to think of our own baptism, that event 

which first told us who we are and what we are to do in life. Sometimes we forget, or lose awareness of its 

meaning, or even ignore it. But God called to us at our baptism: "You are my beloved; with you I am well 

pleased."  
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Our calling is to live as beloved, as one who pleases God. This call is not due to anything we've done; we have 

not earned it; it is pure gift.  

We are sons and daughters in the beloved Jesus. We have been baptized in the name of the Father, and of 

the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  

We are the body of Christ in the world, sent to bring justice and compassion, to be a light in our world, salt 

that gives savor, and bread for the hungry.  

Sometimes you hear it said that the church is no longer capturing the hearts of its own people. Perhaps you 

even feel this on occasion yourself. Could that be because it is not speaking the truth often enough, not     

repeating the message that each person needs to hear again and again, that baptismal acclimation from God 

where He says: “You are God's beloved; with you God is well pleased"?  

As a child, I remember thinking of baptism mainly as washing away the stain of original sin. This is certainly 

part of our tradition.  And who would deny the reality of sin and its continuing power in the world?  The    

newspapers and the media constantly remind us of the reality of sin, original and ongoing.  But the heart of 

baptism is not a corrective action, but an embracing, empowering one. We are to know that we are and     

always will be God's beloved, swept up into the mystery of the dying and rising of Jesus, and the new life   

possible in the Holy Spirit.  For we are called to continue the journey, together, as a community, in his name.  

This journey is not an ego trip, not about "getting it all together." In the end, it is about laying down one's life, 

about self-emptying.  Coming out of the water and listening to the voice that calls is a lifelong task. Like     

Jesus, we need to listen again and again for the voice of God. And we will need to make decisions.  

Notice that Luke's Jesus is constantly going off to pray; it is a continuous part of His life.  Is this the case in 

our daily lives? Do we spend time daily in prayer or at night when we wake for whatever reason? 

So this Epiphany was not a onetime event - not for Jesus - and it certainly should not be for us.  It was not     

restricted to the Magi, the people at the Jordan, or to those at Cana.  There, did you hear it? The voice, the 

small and gentle Voice. There’s a Voice in the wind that calls your name.  If you listen you’ll never be the 

same, for the spirit comes and the spirit flows.  Whence it comes only God knows.  Where it flows depends 

on us to say yes to the calling. 

The feast of the Epiphany is God’s New Year promise to us, to keep calling to us in special ways and showing 

us to ourselves again and again.  This calls for us to be going out into the world, taking on God's mission: Not 

to snap the rigid, or crush the wavering, or quench the smoldering wick.  But instead to embrace the weak 

and defenseless, to protect and defend the hopeless, to be light to those in darkness, savory salt, fresh bread, 

and rich wine.  And in this, we grow as beloved sons and daughters in whom God will forever take His delight. 

Deacon Hicks  
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