
The Baptism of the Lord 

The celebration of the Baptism of Jesus was originally associated with the Epiphany and, like the 

commemoration of the visit of the wise men from the East, it highlights a manifestation of Jesus as Son 

of God.  

The title of today’s feast can be misleading since most present-day Catholics think of baptism as a 

sign or sacrament of an individual’s initiation into the Christian community, the body of Christ. The 

immersion of Jesus by John in the River Jordan is not baptism as we understand it, but a ritual dunking 

or washing in water to signify a person’s readiness to change the direction of their life back to God. 

John used the Jewish ritual washing for ceremonial purity as a public sign of a return to God. This, of 

course, did not apply to Jesus, which lays stress on the enigma or mystery of this event. 

Isaiah 40:1-5, 9-11  The opening verses of the prophecy of Second Isaiah change the tone 

quite dramatically from the tenor of the previous 39 chapters containing the oracles of Isaiah of 

Jerusalem. Today’s verses come from the period of the Babylonian exile, some 200 years after the time 

of Isaiah of Jerusalem and, far from containing words of warning and judgement, they offer hope and 

restoration to the exiles. 

The call to consolation and comfort is beyond mere words because the Lord is determined bring about 

the restoration of the Jerusalemites by way of direct action. The immediacy and intensity of this 

restoration is indicated by the repetition of the imperative Hebrew verb nachamu, nachamu i.e., ‘be 

comforted and reassured right now – it’s happening!’ 

The Lord will return like a shepherd that gathers his lost sheep in his arms 
The rich poetry of this extract paints a picture of God emerging from Sinai or the south-east wilderness 

of the Arabah to Jerusalem. Ezekiel (9-11) had depicted God abandoning Jerusalem because of the 

people’s infidelity, but now YHWH returns, so royal preparations have to be made. This is cause for 

rejoicing as the Lord will return like a shepherd that gathers his lost sheep in his arms and brings them 

back home. 

Psalm 103/104  It is obvious that the poet is inspired by the wonders of creation and the 

imagination of the Creator whose wisdom established the universe. Foundational to the prayer and 

worship of the psalmist are the seven wonders of cosmology that are sacramental of the Divine Presence. 

Clearly this poet, like the poet of Job has eyes to see and appreciate the divine in creation. 

Titus 2:11-14, 3:4-7  The letter to Titus, along with the two letters to Timothy are referred 

to as the Pastoral Letters. They take the form of pastoral advice and encouragement to both community 

leaders. They actually reflect a level of church development and organisation that existed some time 

after the death of St Paul, which is why modern scholars believe these three letters were written by a 

disciple of Paul. But that does not have a critical bearing on their spiritual content. 

As in all New Testament writings the grace of God can be summed up as a free gift of favour or 

gratuitous kindness that enables us to be open to the inspiration of the Spirit and respond to that by a 

firm commitment to living the values of Jesus Christ. The allusion here is to Christ’s victory over the 

force of evil by the gift of himself. This, of course, is a tremendous gift freely offered. 

In the second part of this passage the writer emphasises how undeserving we were and how our 

membership in the body of Christ is down to divine compassion and generosity. The cleansing water of 

rebirth is a clear reference to baptism, which in the early Christian centuries involved full immersion of 

the new convert. The baptismal ceremony was for adults only who were fully aware of what they were 

undertaking. It entailed going down the steps into the baptismal water, being completely immersed and 

then rising up on the steps out of the water to be clothed in the white robe of the newly baptised. White 

stood for the decision to abandon a life of negative values and embrace the Christ life of light and 

goodness. The symbolism of the immersion laid stress on the total washing away of the old life and the 

fresh start into the new life of Christ. 

Luke 3:15-16, 21-22  Today’s gospel passage opens with Luke’s comment on the general air 

of anticipation that was prevalent in certain Jewish circles in the 20s of the first century. When John 

was preaching his message about a messiah, that is, one appointed by God to rescue Israel from evil 



and oppression, he built up hope among those who heard him that the messiah’s arrival was imminent. 

The heart of his ‘good news’ was that God’s anointed would show people how to live quality lives, 

immersed in the Holy Spirit and committed to the values of the Spirit.  

In his next chapter (4:16-19) Luke will reinforce what is understood to be the role of the messiah. It 

was first spelt out in Mary’s Magnificat in terms of establishing a world governed by justice and 

goodness in which the lowly and oppressed would be lifted up and the proud and hard-hearted would 

be put in their place. Jesus refers to this as the kingdom or reign of God. 

Forgiveness happened with the decision to embrace change 
Those who were impressed by the integrity, courage and personal magnetism of John joined him as 

disciples, and many began to think that he might be the messiah. John was having none of this and took 

pains to point out that his ritual washing or, more accurately, immersion/dunking in the river was merely 

a sign that the ‘washed’ had renounced evil and had firmly decided to change the direction of their lives 

towards God. The immersion in the Jordan did not forgive sins. In Judaism ritual washing was a 

purification exercise that was never associated with ‘cleansing’ from sin. The act of forgiveness, that 

is, the restoration of a person’s relationship with God, happened with the decision to embrace change, 

labelled in the original Greek as metanoia (= change of mind/heart).  

John is saying that his ritual did not have the same power as the messiah’s call to discipleship. Those 

who choose to embrace the values of the messiah will be immersed in the Holy Spirit, which is a 

metaphor for living a life that is totally swamped and stimulated by the standards and ideals of the Holy 

Spirit. As Jesus later points out, there is really no other way to live if we are to attain wholeness and 

become what we are meant to be in the reign of God. In John’s eyes the decision to commit to Jesus 

will be like a cleansing fire that will alter the course of a person’s life. 

Skipping four verses we read Luke’s description of the Spirit experience Jesus had after he went 

through John’s immersion ritual. Notice he was not ‘baptised’ as we understand sacramental Baptism. 

The dove is associated with the Holy Spirit in New Testament literature and is a metaphor for the 

presence of God. The voice from heaven is a rare means of divine communication in Jewish tradition. 

It is called a ‘bat qol’, which literally means ‘daughter of the voice’ and describes the sound of a human 

voice when there is no person present. So, the heavenly voice uses the metaphor of son to describe 

Jesus’ relationship to God.  

The prophets campaigned for a whole systemic change of  thinking 
The impact of the immersion of Jesus in the Jordan is an experience he had of the Spirit that took him 

to a new level of consciousness with regard to his role. Parallels in the Hebrew Scriptures are the call 

stories of the prophets who also had Spirit experiences that urged and inspired them to launch out and 

campaign among their people for a change of lifestyle. They were a lot more than social commentators 

or critics. They argued for a whole systemic change of thinking that would restore their people’s 

relationship with God and reset their moral compass to live out the values of their covenant 

commitment. With plain common sense Jesus will go on retreat in the wilderness to process this new 

consciousness and its implications. 

Here is yet another instance of openness to the Spirit where both John and Jesus through prayer and 

the general tenor of their lives are in touch with the divine. They are examples for us of how powerfully 

spiritual mindfulness can nourish our relationship with the divine. 

 

Every little thing becomes valuable when you see God in everything.   Anonymous 

 

A man applied for a job in a construction firm. 

‘We take turns in making the coffee,’ said the foreman. ‘Do you know how to make coffee?’ 

‘I sure do,’ said the applicant. 

‘And can you drive a forklift?’ 

‘Why?...Just how big is the coffee maker?’ 

Laurie Woods 


