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Feast of the Baptism of Jesus

Isaiah 42:1-4,6-7
Acts 10:34-48
Matthew 3:13-17
Psalm 29

Back in 2001, I had the amazing experience of making the 30-Day Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius. I was fortunate to have as my spiritual director this crazy Jesuit who seemed to be on a one-man crusade to re-interpret the scriptures; he just never hesitated to play with the scriptures, always looking at them in a different way … always trying to break up any ossification that had happened around them … always playing around with ways to crack them open so that some light could get in to those old stories that we’ve all heard repeated hundreds of times. And one story he asked me to meditate on that probably knocked me most for a loop was the story we hear in Matthew’s Gospel today – the story of Jesus’ baptism. So let me share that little meditation with you … the story is a teeny bit different from today’s Gospel, but that’s OK – it’s still Good News.   

So imagine Jesus if you will. He’s a young Jewish guy. His friends are all married with wives & children, and houses & jobs, and some purpose in life.  But Jesus is still single. He’s 30 years old, he’s never left home. He still lives with his mother. Think of him as what we might today call a slacker – a young man with no direction, no particular purpose in life, just getting up each day / living his life / going back to bed at night, only  to get up again the next morning and start the whole, dull routine all over again.


Then imagine that one day in his total boredom, Jesus hears that his wild cousin John is out in the River Jordan baptizing people. Jesus isn’t even sure what being baptized even means. But he’s looking for something exciting and out-of-the-ordinary to do, something that will lift him out of his boredom. And so in the absence of any Rolling Stones concert tickets, he heads for the River Jordan.


Sure enough, his cousin is standing there in the river; and crowds of people are lined up for something. So Jesus gets in line, too. He doesn’t really know why; he just gets in line for whatever freebie is begin given away. The line moves steadily forward. And before he knows it, Jesus is standing right in front of John. Suddenly, John has Jesus by the hair, and he’s dunking down in the river. John is saying some words about repentance. But Jesus doesn’t really hear the words. All he cares about is that his crazy cousin John appears hell-bent on drowning him; all Jesus really cares about is getting out of this place alive. 

But the craziness has only just begun. Because when he finally gets up and out of John’s clutches and he’s ready to bolt out of the river, the sky opens and Jesus sees a dove flying straight at him. And he hears a voice from the heavens saying that He’s the One, God’s Beloved. And he knows he hasn’t smoked anything in a good 3 or 4 days, so all this must be real. And it scares him to the point where he runs off into the desert to think about it all. But of course, that’s a different meditation.

At this point in the meditation, my Jesuit friend said, “And that’s the way Jesus came to be priest, prophet and king.” In other words, he wasn’t looking for it. He didn’t seek it out. God showed up where Jesus was at his most vulnerable – in the thrill-seeking of a young Jewish slacker – and look what happened! And if that’s how it was for Jesus, well, that’s probably how it will be for us.

Our readings today are all about that notion of how we are called. Because as  Jesus is called, so too are we. We are called to be the Suffering Servant of our first reading. According to Isaiah, we are called to bring justice to the world … we are called to open the eyes of those who are blind … we are called to free captives from prison.

In the Acts of the Apostles, Peter tells us that even though we’re Gentiles, we’re still called to serve as Jesus did – doing good works and healing all those in the grip of the Devil. As Peter comes to realize in today’s reading, God anointed Jesus with the power of the Holy Spirit, and since we are followers of Jesus, we must be anointed by that same Holy Spirit.
And in Matthew’s Gospel (at least as we interpreted it today), we are called  as Jesus was, to come out of the darkness of our own flounderings in life and say, Yes, it’s true. I am the Beloved. God’s favor does rest on me. I am priest. I am prophet. I am king. I am called, and I am responsible for answering that call.   
So that leads us to the second part of the meditation, and that is what does it mean for us to be baptized – as Jesus was – and called to be priest, prophet and king? While these words aren’t usually in  our everyday vocabulary, they are potent and meaningful words nonetheless. Because: 
A priest is one  who offers prayers for the world. 
A prophet is one who uses his or her voice to speak the truth. 
A king is a servant leader, one who models an irrevocable commitment to hands-on service to those in need. 
In other words to be a priest, prophet and king is to be the fullest expression of a human being – one who is connected body, mind and spirit to service, truth, and prayer. Our baptismal call, in other words, is a call to be fully human.  
Jesus the Slacker might not have known what he was getting into when he was baptized. God knows that for most of us, when someone spoke the words on our behalf when we were infants we didn’t know what we were getting into. But here we are! Maybe we didn’t ask for it, but here we are. Baptized into the Body of Christ and grafted onto the Tree of Life, we are each called to be priest, prophet and king; individually called to pray for our world … to speak the truth whenever we open our mouths … to offer our lives at the service of those in need. This is what it meant for Jesus, and this is what it means for us to be baptized. 
So I invite you for a few minutes now to share any thoughts you might have on your own baptism … on your call to service, truth and prayer … on  how we might respond to the invitation to be fully human … on our call to serve our world as Jesus does – as Priest, Prophet and King … or any other thoughts you might have. 

With that, a voice from the heavens said, 
“This is my Beloved, on whom my favor rests.”
This means Jesus. This means us. 
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