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January 10, 2016 
The Baptism of the Lord 
  

I once lived in a house with a pastor who had a very quirky sense of humor.  When on occasion the parish phone 
would ring into the residence after hours or on weekends his typical response would be to yell at the phone on 
the wall and to say, “We’re closed!”  And then of course he’d proceed to pick up the receiver.  It was a silly 
response, of course, because churches are never—strictly speaking—closed.  We can shut down the office 
occasionally, but that is not the same thing as closing the parish.  A community of faith is constituted by 
relationships, empowered by the Holy Spirit, so it’s not something that is subject to being turned on and off as if 
with a switch.  A family never closes down, nor does a friendship—even if sometimes we’d wish for that.   

And God never folds up his tent and goes away for a while either.  He’s always God for us and we are always his 
people.  We may decide not to communicate with God or to acknowledge the relationship that’s here—in that 
sense we can close ourselves off, so-to-speak.  But all of the stubbornness or indifference in the world, on our 
part, is not going to “close” the fact of our being created and sustained by Holy Love at every moment that we 
are alive.   

So when today’s gospel announces for us that after Jesus was baptized by John in the Jordan River, “The 
heavens were opened,” and the Holy Spirit came down, it may be useful to ask just when exactly the heavens 
were closed, and why, and just where was the Holy Spirit before baptism.  When was God ever unavailable to his 
beloved children?  When was God’s spirit deliberately withdrawn and far away from us?  What sort of sense 
would that make, for people of faith?  It doesn’t make sense, which is why it helps to understand what that 
phrase means, “The heavens were opened…” 

Almost always in Sacred Scripture, when that language of heaven being opened or closed is used it refers to the 
presence or absence of rain falling from above to water and restore the land.  We sometimes still use that figure 
of speech today.  It doesn’t mean that there is literally a wall or a door that separates us from the water supply 
beyond the Sun and stars (although that is exactly what some of the most ancient peoples believed).  It simply 
means that, for some mysterious reasons, God either does or does not send rain in abundance to bring forth life 
on Earth.  It refers to our lack of understanding of why things sometimes happen as they do, and often our first 
instinct when we feel confused or overwhelmed is to blame our disillusionment on God.  We speak of God being 
absent or far away, when in fact all we really are describing is our own experience and our own feelings.  When 
clarity and joy return, and the welcome rains fall again, we speak of God’s coming back to us.  That’s OK as long 
as we are aware that we aren’t describing actual reality.  God never shuts down or deliberately ignores us.  Only 
people do those things. 

And that also helps us to understand what God said next in today’s gospel: “A voice came from heaven saying, 
‘You are my beloved Son; with you I am well pleased.”  Does that mean that Jesus had been, up to that point, 
not God’s Son or not pleasing to his father?  Certainly not.  Nor were any of the others who were baptized with 
him that day.  Baptism is not a superstitious ritual designed to change God’s attitude about us or to open up 
Heaven’s closed doors.  Baptism is many things, but it is not our attempt to manipulate the Almighty One into 
loving us in a way other than he otherwise wouldn’t.  Instead, we can at least say two things for sure about 
baptism in the light of the gospel of Luke:  
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For one it is a moment of awakening, a celebration of the realization of what has ever been and always will be, 
namely, God’s passionate embrace of us in unfathomable love.  It is a remembering and a public announcing of 
what we wish we could always be certain about but in fact we are too often tempted to doubt:  That we are 
known, loved and claimed by God at every moment of our existence.  Love is stronger that any threat to us, our 
relationships, our world, and our eternal destiny. And God is love.  And Love is Here. Baptism is a renewed 
assurance for those who eagerly await the in-breaking of the Messiah into the world—an assurance that He has 
already arrived—not in John the Baptist—but in Jesus. 

And Baptism is also this:  The public acceptance of a responsibility to live into who and what each of us—singly 
and together—has been called by God to be.  That means not only cultivating a holy disposition within our own 
hearts, not only striving to be prayerful, generous, compassionate and just in our personal lives and within the 
parish community and with God—though we must strive for that also.  It means as well to be dedicated to being 
the cause for other people’s hope, the sign—the credible demonstration—that God’s promises are true and 
dependable. 

It is hard to recall a time in recent memory when our political leaders of the United States (and those who aspire 
to be) have been more blatant in pandering to fear and hatred and division and despair.  Baptized people are 
the ones who promise not to do that—not because we are native optimists or because there aren’t real dangers 
in this world, but because our Lord has promised that He is more to be trusted than any of that, and that perfect 
love casts out fear, and that the community of Christians aspire to witness perfect love to the world. 

“Comfort,” says the prophet Isaiah today, “Give comfort to my weary, wondering, wandering, doubting, 
beleaguered people.”  Tell them that all the terror, the calls to anxiety and worry and suspicion and sadness, it 
will be done way with, provided we only remain faithful to our baptismal claims and duties.  Actually it will be—
and already has been—defeated by the love of God whether we remain faithful or not, so we really have every 
reason to remain faithful! 

May our prayer today be for the strength to cling to our baptismal call to the very end, as did Jesus, and so—like 
him—to realize the rewards of resurrection life. 


