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We are beginning the season after the Epiphany, celebrating the revelation of God in the person 

of Jesus Christ. The word epiphany means “appearing”, “glorious”, wonderful”; the season takes 

its name from the feast the Church celebrated yesterday – Matthew’s account of the visit of the 

magi, those “wise men from the east” who follow a star to find an infant king. These exotic 

travelers have come far to see a baby not of their culture, religion, or race; from their story we 

get one of the first confirmations, the first signs, of God’s long-ago promise to Abraham being 

kept: that through him and his descendants all the nations of the world would be blessed. God’s 

salvation is for all people, not restricted to a particular group, tribe, or nation. Throughout this 

season, we will see ways in which God’s wonderful grace and glory are revealed in Jesus of 

Nazareth. 

 

And this morning, only one day after celebrating the visit of the magi to this baby Jesus, we 

immediately – it’s the year of Mark, so we should get used to hearing that word – immediately 

meet the adult Jesus, appearing for his baptism in the River Jordan. Another revelation, another 

epiphany, awaits us. 

 

Now, Mark strikes me as something of a wild man. Or maybe it’s more accurate to say that there 

are events described in Mark’s gospel with wilder and more violent imagery than that used by 

either of his synoptic partners, Matthew or Luke. The wilderness temptation of Jesus is one such 

event; Jesus’ baptism is certainly another. In Mark’s gospel there are no birth or childhood 

stories of Jesus; instead, we are plunged immediately into what he considers “the beginning of 

the gospel”. Mark doesn’t wait around so as I said, we should get used to hearing that word. We 

are quickly introduced to John, his proclamation of baptism, his strange clothing and diet – not 

unusual for a prophet but perhaps a little repellent to our modern, sanitized tastes – and to the 

crowds that surround him at the Jordan River, people attracted to his message of repentance and 

ritual cleansing. And then not even ten verses into this gospel Jesus makes his entrance, 

appearing at the river for his own baptism. There’s nothing extra, nothing wasted, here. 

 

Mark’s urgency is compelling, but that’s not what makes this story sound wild to me. It’s wild in 

the way that it’s told, in the details that Mark provides that are unique to him. As soon as Jesus 

comes up out of the water, a gap appears in the heavens above, allowing the Spirit to descend on 

Jesus; a voice – God’s voice - claims him as the Beloved Son in whom God is well pleased. We 

hear this same story every year on this particular Sunday. In other gospels the heavens are simply 

“opened” – which I expect would be unusual enough. But in Mark the heavens are “torn apart”!  

You may recall the reading from Isaiah on the first Sunday of Advent, just five weeks ago, when 

the prophet begged God to “tear open the heavens and come down!” Is this wild rupture God’s 

answer to Isaiah’s plea? It certainly sounds that way. It’s also the act of a God in a hurry, with no 

time to lose, who cannot and will not wait to do things gently or calmly or neatly. Tearing 

something apart is messy and chaotic; it’s not pretty. 

 

This is the wild, fierce action that Mark describes in announcing the baptism of Jesus. Yet as 

wild and fierce as these actions are, they are not the deeds of an angry, violence-loving God,  



so much as an impatient one. This is God who wants to act immediately, as if the Good News 

can’t get out fast enough. So if Jesus’ baptism is presented with this kind of fierce urgency in 

even one of the gospels, then I expect there is a message in it for us about the purpose and 

meaning of our own baptisms. 

 

I’ve heard Bishop Lee say that the waters of baptism should be deep enough to drown in. That 

makes baptism a pretty risky venture, a dangerous undertaking, something that most of our 

Episcopal churches cannot accomplish with our relatively small, shallow fonts and our gentle 

affusions. But in the earliest days of the church, the first centuries after Jesus’ earthly life and 

ministry, before Christianity became the religion of empire, that’s exactly what it was –  

not just in the act of full immersion, of course, but in the kind of life and witness required by 

baptism. Being a Christian could easily cost new converts their lives; they knew this, and they 

went ahead with it anyway. 

 

Though sadly that’s still the case in parts of the world it doesn’t afflict us here, and I’m certainly 

grateful for that. But I do think that we have domesticated baptism. Maybe not the sacrament 

itself – I’m not sure you can actually do that with a sacrament - but our approach to it. The sense 

of risk has all but disappeared. When someone is baptized – infant, youth, adult – it’s a joyous 

occasion and we give thanks, as well we should. But how often do we recall how dangerous this 

sacrament, and the life lived according to it, really are? The congregation “welcomes the newly 

baptized”, as well we should. But how often do we remind new Christians, or their sponsors, just 

how risky life in the gospel can be? Or, ought to be. 

 

The Collect for today asks God to “Grant that all who are baptized into [Christ’s] Name may 

keep the covenant they have made, and boldly confess him as Lord and Savior….” That word 

“boldly” is key; these are bold promises. And if Jesus’ was God’s epiphany, made known in his 

baptism, is it possible that in our baptisms we become epiphanies, too? If God was so eager to 

reveal Jesus to the world as his divine Epiphany that he had to tear the heavens apart to make it 

known, then might we need to tear apart to make that known? What people do we know or know 

about, who need us to be epiphanies of God for them? And if we have lost the sense of divine 

immediacy and holy urgency needed for that work, then by God – and with God’s help - let’s 

work to reclaim it. I sometimes wonder if we spend so much time waiting for God to show up to 

us, that we lose sight of the fact that maybe God is also waiting to show up through us? 

 

The body of Christ, into which his followers have been baptized, is called to change the world so 

it can be formed according to God’s good, loving, and gracious purpose. It’s not easy, and it 

always takes us out of our comfort zone and to places we may not have chosen to go. Yet every 

single one of the promises we are about to renew points to that purpose. So let’s remind 

ourselves what we are truly about, and of the bold work God calls us to. 

 

Please turn to page 292 in the BCP…. 

 


