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Most of the poinsettias have given up the ghost; the great cone wreaths have been taken down from either side of the altar; the magi have gone home, and on Friday Beth and I received the first catalogue featuring Holy Week and Easter bulletins—recognition of the fact that Ash Wednesday is less than one month away.  

Our Epiphany season this year is very short:  just three more weeks for Jesus revealing, little by little, who is really is.  The showing forth of Jesus, the light of the world, who looks to become the light for the world.

Whether the Sundays after the Epiphany are many or few, the season always begins and ends in the same way:  at his baptism by John in the Jordan, Christ accepts, and then begins, his public ministry and is acclaimed by God as God’s own son.  

Matthew, Mark, and Luke see Jesus’ baptism as a pivotal moment in Jesus’ own ministry and in the course of salvation history that is sculpted by that ministry of service.  Those three evangelists differ slightly in a detail here or there, but the accounts remain remarkably consistent and so crucial in what is to come that Saint Mark begins his gospel with the baptism of Jesus.  No birth narratives, no Mary or Joseph, shepherds or Wise Men—he is “chomping at the bit” to get to the good stuff—to get to the Good News.

And “good news” it is, indeed.  After thirty years of provincial obscurity, Jesus begins to undertake the mission to which God has called him.  We are given absolutely no clue as to what happened prior to this dramatic yet intimate encounter with John at the River Jordan; we do know that the encounter unsettled John the Baptizer, who recognized Jesus as the one sent by God to usher in God’s kingdom.

It is a crossroads in the life of Jesus, and it takes place not in a secret conversation with God, but in the presence of the faithful, the faithless, and the merely curious.   Jesus enters the waters of the Jordan which on the surface are clear and glistening.  On closer examination however, the waters are filled with particles of mud and dirt.  Jesus needs no baptism for repentance, but he needs to be with us; and so he descends to plant his feet firmly in the muddy muck and mire of a riverbed—and then leaves that place to walk determinedly in the muck and mire of the world.  Christ is baptized by a reluctant John, and God is well pleased—God is pleased that His Son would choose to begin his ministry in dirty water surrounded by those who come hoping for a new beginning.
In a few minutes, we shall join in baptizing a beautiful little girl, Annie Vigue, into the Body of Christ and the Christian family.  For most of us, our baptism is not even a memory, being only attested to by a signed certificate and perhaps a picture or two; for others, myself included, the day of baptism is a vivid memory, where  vows were not made on someone else’s behalf, but were instead a voluntary, mature act of commitment to “follow Jesus Christ as our Lord and Savior”.

Whether or not we remember our baptism, it is at that moment that God accepts us and makes us His own.  God overshadows us with the Spirit, with a covenant, equally binding on God and on us, a covenant that will never fade or change.   We are sealed with the Holy Spirit, and marked as Christ’s own, forever.  God offers us a place in the kingdom forever.
Whenever a child is presented for baptism, the parents and sponsors who stand at the font are at once giving that child the greatest gift and the most awesome responsibility imaginable.  It’s sometimes hard to get that point across to people who see a “Christening” as primarily a ceremony of initiation,  a family or societal rite-of-pasage.  It is both those things, of course, but it is even more a solemn declaration, publicly made, of what the newly-baptized will DO, once God has claimed him or her.  
It’s not so true in Maine—thanks be to God!—but in New York, I would often get phone calls from parents who would go through the “church” listings in the Yellow Pages, and call up to “schedule a baptismal”—much like making a dinner reservation.  I would explain about Baptism within the Christian community, of Baptism as the starting point for a lifetime ministry of service, until the parent cut to the chase, saying:  “Look, I’m not looking to join the church:  I just want a baptismal!”

Forgetting the egregious sin of using an adjective where a noun is called for, there was no clue as to what happens once the cute lace cap is removed, and parents wait, with hushed breath, to see if young Britney or Paris cries as the water is poured over her.
What happens is this:  we take a human being, made in God’s image, and place that person in God’s own Hands; and in doing so, we choose to make that person God’s, not ours.   Baptism is a kind of human sacrifice, where we offer to God a life to be used in doing what God would have that person do.

Notice that I use the word, “do”:  Baptism is the Sacrament of Action, even more so than belief.  Even though we shall momentarily renew our own Baptismal Covenant by beginning, “I believe…”, baptism calls us to action.   To say that we “believe” in God can be easy, without investment; I can believe in God the same way that I believe in Central Maine Power; it’s just there.

We all know people who say that they are good Christians, but who are quite content to sit comfortably at the sidelines, with perhaps an occasional cheer for a particularly good play executed by someone else.  

But that’s not Christianity; that’s not what our baptism means; that’s not what we vowed that we would DO.   
Jesus was baptized so that he could be publicly identified with those who most needed the Good News:  the fallen, the untouchable, the angry, the hoarder and the whore; the one who hates, and the one who is hated.

Jesus’ baptism is the moment where his commitment to us begins.  He leaves the Jordan to go into the desert, to test the depth of his commitment against those very real and gnawing temptations of the world, the flesh, and the devil.

Throughout his earthly ministry, Jesus’ commitment to us never falters.  When Peter suggests that they all stay on the mountain to lock in the transfigured glory that they have just witnessed, Jesus leads the glory-seekers down from the mountain-top, and strengthens his commitment to go to Jerusalem to die for us.

And you and I have made a powerful commitment, one that we will reaffirm just moments from now, and we shall watch as Annie’s parents and godparents make that commitment in her name and offer her life to be used by God.  
In the darkest and most perilous moments of his turbulent life, as death seemed all but certain, Martin Luther would cry out, “Baptizatus sum!”  I am baptized!  The power of the baptism that he could not even remember bolstered his courage, giving him strength to  face whatever dangers might lie ahead.

What about us?  Is our own baptismal covenant written on paper that can burn or tear, or are our hearts and lives committed to God, through Christ?  Are we content with passive belief, or are we called to real ministry, real mission, and real action?
As a Roman Catholic priest friend of mine likes to say, “We only live once—even if it is forever.”

How will Annie live—and how are we living in the forever of God’s great love?  Judge for yourself, as you reaffirm your own baptismal vows.  Claim them.  Make them real.  Act on them.  Let Christ live in and through you.  Act on them, and let Annie see your actions, so that her life, together with yours, may be lights to the world, and for the world.
Amen.

