
Homily for Feast of the Baptism of our Lord @ CCSY 8th January 2017 

Matthew 3:13-17 

Friends, could I ask you to take a moment to remember the last baptism you 
witnessed. Perhaps you can recall the proud parents and godparents, standing 

around the baptismal font. In their arms, they hold their young, freshly-bathed 
child, hoping that she won’t create a fuss. Before them stands Fr. Richard in 

colorful sacred vestments making sure everyone is comfortable and focused. The 
font stands ready. The water has been warmed and blessed. We all look on with 
curiosity and pleasure, wondering how the child will respond to what is about to 

happen. The atmosphere is joyful and serene. It is a family occasion, a beautiful 
moment that will long be remembered. 

Not quite like the baptism Matthew describes in the early part of the chapter from 
which today’s gospel reading is taken.  There, a wild man “clothed with camel’s 

hair, with a leather belt around his waist,” who lives in the desert and survives on 

“locusts and wild honey,” stands waist-deep in a shallow muddy river, as men and 
women wade out to meet him and to receive his “baptism of repentance.” They’ve 
come a long way to see him and to hear his fiery rhetoric. 

You wouldn’t call this atmosphere peaceful and serene. It feels risky, dangerous. 

Everyone knows that this unkempt prophet is openly challenging the authority of 
the temple priests, who claim to be the sole mediators of God’s forgiveness. He’s 

an anti-establishment figure, preaching fire and brimstone, a threat to those in 
power, sparking a revolution of renewal in anticipation of the One for whom all 
Israel waits with expectation. 

Matthew describes the scene, as the as-yet-unknown Jesus of Nazareth offers 

himself to be baptized: “Just as he came up out of the water,” Matthew tells us, 
“suddenly the heavens were opened to him and he saw the spirit of God descending 
like a dove and alighting on him.  And a voice from heaven said, ‘This is my Son, 

the Beloved; with whom I am well pleased.’” 

And so, we have two scenarios – the baptism here at Christ Church, repeated in 

Churches all around the world and that baptism on the banks of the Jordan. 

As different as these two scenes might appear, there is a deep meaning that binds 

them together. For Jesus, and for the gospel writers who record his story, this is a 
moment of profound significance. It is here, in the muddy waters of the Jordan, 

that Jesus’ identity is revealed and his authority established.  The voice from 
heaven testifies that he is God’s Son, the Beloved, with whom God is “well 

pleased.” 

For the young child baptized now by Fr. Richard, this is also a moment of profound 

significance.  It is here, in the waters of baptism, that her identity is affirmed as 
well. She, too, is a beloved child of God in whom the Father is well pleased. In this 

sacrament, she is united with Christ and receives a new identity.  From this 
moment on, she is a Christian, chosen and loved by God and a member of Christ’s 

Body, the Church. No person or circumstance can ever take this identity away from 
her.  She has been “sealed with the Holy Spirit and marked as Christ’s own 
forever.” 

For Jesus, for this child, and for us, there is great freedom in this new identity. We 

are free to seek and to do God’s will, without thought of whether the world deems 

us important or successful. External indicators of success don’t define us. Our 
identity lies in our relationship with God, who has claimed us to be his own. We 
need not strive for the approval and recognition of others.   



Our sole purpose is to do the will of the One we call “Our Father,” to become the 

people we were created to be, to be faithful to the mission which we have been 

given in life. It was so for Jesus, and it is so for you and for me.  Above all else, we 
belong to God. 

Matthew’s account of the baptism of Jesus can help us understand how radical, 
even dangerous it is to be “marked as Christ’s own forever.”  As Jesus is baptized, 

“suddenly the heavens are opened”, Matthew tells us. In baptism, God opens the 

heavens to reach down to us, to claim us as beloved children, and to pour out on us 
the life-giving Spirit that will empower us to be channels of God’s compassion and 
justice in the world. 

Matthew’s account should remind us that baptism is full of danger, risk and drama. 

It has uncomfortable implications for us. It recalls God’s invasion into our world in 
the incarnation, into our lives in the sacrament of Baptism – claiming us for God’s 

self, empowering us, and sending us out. 

At Baptism, we are marked as Christ’s own, and should remember always that we 

belong to God. I have sometimes wondered how differently I might act if the Cross 
traced on my forehead at my baptism was not figurative or metaphoric, but was 

actually visible to others. How would permanently bearing a visible Cross on our 
foreheads affect our behavior, our speech, the way we treat others? Would it 
change the way we lived, the way we spoke, the way we treated others? Would it 

strengthen our resolve to “live no longer for [ourselves], but for him who died and 
was raised for [us]” as Paul tells us in his letter to the people of Corinth? 

Has our notion of baptism become too complacent, too comfortable?  Perhaps it’s 
time for us to re-imagine baptism in the light of gospel accounts of Jesus’ baptism: 

What difference would it make in our lives if we were to imagine God opening the 

heavens at the moment of our baptism to reach down and claim us as God’s own? 

What would be our reaction if John the Baptizer strode into our Church this pleasant 

and comfortable Sunday morning, admonishing us to repent of our sins and turn 
our lives around? What if he were to challenge our assumptions or criticize our way 
of life? What if he were to summon us to join the movement of protest and renewal 

he helped inaugurate?  Would we hear him? 

Today we have the opportunity of renewing our baptismal vows. We have the 

chance to affirm, once again, that God has chosen us and that we now belong to 
him. We have an opportunity this morning to reclaim our identity as God’s beloved 

children and to embrace wholeheartedly the mission that belongs to those who 
share this identity. We have a chance to affirm our membership in Christ’s Body, 

the Church, and to receive this holy Sacrament of Bread and Wine. In a few 
minutes we will each have an opportunity to open our hearts once again to the 
power and presence of God’s life-giving Spirit, so that it may quicken us and renew 

us and toughen us up for the tasks ahead. 

We will be asked: 

Do you affirm the promises made at your baptism? How we answer this might change 
our lives forever? 
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