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For most people, Christmas has been over for a long time---even “after Christmas sales” are over.  But it’s still Christmas in our Liturgical life as we celebrate today the Feast of the Baptism of the Lord.  Tomorrow, however, that will change: the manger scene here at the Cathedral will be put away, and we will return to the “Ordinary Time of the Year” until February 18th , which is Ash Wednesday and the beginning of the long penitential season of Lent.  But, for at least the rest of today as we watch the playoff games and the Golden Globe awards, we can be technically and liturgically correct to still wish one another “Merry Christmas.”
The Liturgical Season celebrating Christmas is the shortest season of the Church year---it lasts only 2 ½ weeks---but it covers 30 years of Jesus’ life, as he grew from this precious new-born baby, into the 30-year old young man we just heard about in today’s Gospel passage ready to formally begin His mission---- the reason for which He was born.

The Gospels of Matthew, Luke and John all deal with the beginning of Jesus’ earthly life.  Matthew and Luke each deal with the actual Birth of Jesus and, combined, give us the few facts that we know about Jesus’ birth; John’s Gospel is a bit less biographical and more theological with his “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God….”.  But the Gospel of Mark, which we just heard from, doesn’t deal with any of that.  For St. Mark, Jesus’ life began with His Baptism.  In fact, the passage we just heard is from the very first verses of the first chapter of Mark’s Gospel.  In those few verses, we actually heard about the end of the Old Testament---as John the Baptist, the last of the Prophets whose main job it was to prepare the way for the coming of the Messiah, said: “One mightier than I is coming after me; I am not worthy to stoop and loosen the thongs of His sandals.”…..and the beginning of the New Testament, as he told us: “It happened in those days that Jesus came from Nazareth in Galilee and was baptized in the Jordan by John.”

That was St. Mark’s way of celebrating “Christmas”---that the Messiah---“the Christ”--- has come, and following His Baptism, will launch His mission of proclaiming that God’s Kingdom is here as He begins the process of winning salvation for the world.

The people who had been coming to John the Baptist were responding to John’s invitation to “Repent of your sins” and “Believe the Good News.”  Jesus had no sin, and, therefore, He had no need to repent of any sins; but He did need to begin preaching His Good News.  And so Jesus came to John to be baptized, and thereby to begin His public ministry.

And thanks to St. Mark, we know so much more about what took place at that moment of transition from the Old to the New.  He told us that “on coming up out of the water, (Jesus) saw the heavens being torn open, and the Spirit, like a dove, descending upon Him.”   That, in itself, was very dramatic.  But more than that, St. Mark tells us: “And a Voice came from the heavens (saying): ‘You are My beloved Son; with You I am well pleased.”
This “moment” was one that clarified for Jesus Who He is---the affirmation of His identity as Son of God; and what His mission was all about---to win salvation for all people for all time.  Before Jesus did or said anything; before He preached one Word of the Gospel, or chose anyone to be a follower or a disciple; before He worked His first miracle or forgave His first sin; before He did anything, Jesus’ Heavenly Father gave Him His unqualified approval, His unquestionable acceptance, and His unconditional love.  Through that affirmation, the Heavenly Father gave Jesus the identity, purpose and support He would need, and would keep drawing on, for the next 3 years of His public ministry, including throughout the awful ordeal of His passion, suffering and death, leading to His Resurrection.

That is why Jesus’ Baptism is so important---and why it’s connected to Christmas---because it began what Jesus came into the world to do---to save us from our sins.

At the beginning of Mass this morning, we experienced the sprinkling rite.  As I came through the Cathedral sprinkling us with Holy Water, we were all being reminded of the day of our Baptism----the day when each of us formally began our Spiritual lives.  The day of our Baptism is as important in each of our lives as it was for Jesus---and for many of the same reasons.

A couple weeks ago while I was back in Pittsburgh celebrating Christmas with my family, I had the great pleasure and privilege of baptizing my newest great nephew, Tyler Jeffry Calcara.  As we all know from our own experience, baptisms are one of the most joyful celebrations we can attend.  Families, from both sides of the marriage, come together---many not knowing one another, but all knowing the parents of the child, and everyone with a strong, vested interest in the future that lays before this brand new baby.  Baptisms are celebrations of absolute potential, and a life-time full of possibilities.  Baptisms celebrate hope and the promise of the future, and baptisms celebrate what we all have in common:  who we are in the bigger picture and what we are called to become.

As my niece and her husband held their precious son Tyler about to be baptized, I couldn’t help but realize that they had to be thinking the very same thoughts that every set of parents think when they look at their newborn child, which are the same thoughts we heard “the Voice” of God the Father speak from the Heavens about His Son, Jesus:  “This is my beloved Son; with you I am well pleased.”  It’s about identity; it’s all about hope for the future generation(s).
I reminded Tyler’s parents at his Baptism that through Baptism, we become more than the son or daughter of our parents---we become the precious son and daughter of our Heavenly Father, made in the image and likeness of God.  And we are called to become much more than whatever occupation or career we might pursue in this life---we are called to become a disciple of Jesus Christ and a witness to His Gospel in this world; and, ultimately, we are destined to live with God forever in Heaven.  And I reminded my niece and her husband what all parents need to remember:  that the greatest legacy you can give your child is to pass on the gift of faith through Baptism, by teaching your children about God, and raising your children according to God’s ways.  That’s why Jesus’ Baptism, and our Baptism, are both so important. 

As we conclude the Christmas season today, we should celebrate what it means for us to be baptized Catholics and followers of Jesus.  We should give thanks for the fact that just as the “Voice” of God spoke words of support, affirmation and love for Jesus when He came up out of the River Jordan, our Loving God keeps giving us unqualified approval, unquestionable acceptance, and unconditional love---just because we are.  Because of Jesus’ Baptism----and because we too are baptized into Christ---we share a common “vocation” and a common destiny.

No matter what’s going on in your life, or my life, right now----no matter how old we are, what our state in life is, no matter whether we might be dealing with lots of problems or whether everything is smooth sailing---no matter what: we share the common identity that we are all sons and daughters of God, and brothers and sisters in Jesus Christ.  

Part of our “job” in this life is to do what we heard in today’s First Reading from the Prophet Isaiah: “You are my servant…my chosen one…You are called to be a light to the world…and to bring justice…to the nations.”    These are difficult and challenging days in the world and among nations, as we witness numerous acts of terror and violence, sins of racism and racial profiling, growing religious persecution and cultural tensions.  Yet, our “job” as people of faith---the “mission” that flows from our Baptism into Christ---remains the same: to cooperate with God’s Grace and the power of the Holy Spirit, to help us live lives of holiness---being a light to the world and bringing Justice to the nations.  This is only able to happen through one generation passing the gift of faith on to the next generation by bringing them to be baptized, and then raising them in the faith.  
Jesus began His life by being baptized; He ended His earthly life on the day of His Ascension by commissioning the Apostles to go out to all the world, proclaiming the Good News and baptizing them in the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.
Dear friends, we are the ones who have the awesome privilege of being transmitters of the Faith to the next generation, even as we try to be faithful to our responsibilities to live, and give witness to, our faith.
May our Loving God’s words of love and affirmation sustain us and give us courage all through our lives, as He looks at each of us and says: “You are my beloved son and daughter; with you I am well pleased.”

Merry Christmas!              

