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@ The Home of Andrea and Spencer Johnson

Homily by Rev. Jacqueline M. Clarys, RCWP-USA

First Reading: Isaiah 42: 1–4, 6–7. Psalm Response (29): “Our God will bless the people with peace.” Second Reading: Acts 10:34–38. Gospel: Luke 3:15–16, 22–23.

Today’s readings tempted me to use our Baptismal promises for our homily focus. I did review them, as found in our Easter liturgy, and have a copy with me today. But, I was redirected by a conversation with myself that ended with, “We do that at Easter—this is a different time.” A different time—today’s Feast extends an invitation to a thoughtful conversation with the narratives of Jesus’ Baptism. As a Jewish man, Jesus would have been familiar with water-based purity rituals, using natural water sources. We can only guess what draws him to the Jordan, with the others, to be fully dunked—perhaps he senses in John’s preaching something fresh. What we know we can say is that Jesus actively sought inspiration, food for his spiritual life, sustenance for his inner journey. Jesus knew that the largest and most difficult truth of spiritual life is renewal. Perhaps he saw the possibility in John’s watery blessing—much more than a ritual—rather, an outward sign of the heart’s turning, of repentance, and commitment to a way of Being. 

We would expect accounts of this significant event in Jesus’ life to be similar in the synoptic Gospels: Mark, Mathew, and Luke all report some version of  ‘a voice heard as if coming from heaven’ saying, “You are my Child,” or as our text states, “…my Own, my Beloved.” Our text goes on to say, “On you my favor rests,” while the NRSV translation says, “With you I am well pleased.” This evocative phrase, “With you I am well pleased,” got me to thinking about what it might mean for us to absorb a deeper meaning from today’s Gospel reading. What came to me was a resounding, “WHAT IF?” What if, each day, we were made fully aware of and immersed in that idea: “You are my beloved, with whom I am well pleased.” What if  “…the voice from heaven…” is in fact meant for us? What if we accepted this, and lived from this understanding? I wonder what might happen if we truly believed and lived out every particle of our being-ness fully expressing this idea? I say “A LOT.” A lot would happen, inside of us, and outside of us.

The words, “With you I am well pleased” rearranges the Cosmic playing field. Starting from this perspective, we enter the game not as underlings to be dictated to, but as valued, and therefore empowered human beings. When the truth of who we are navigates for us, it changes things. This day is not about our Baptismal promises, the ones we make. No—this day is about the promise made to us. This day, “…the voice from heaven…” proclaims the fullness of our worth and value in God’s estimation. It is from this everlasting source, this all-enfolding Love, that our servant-hood blooms. 

Luke’s account states that it was while Jesus was praying that the skies opened and the Holy Spirit descended. It is said that there are as many ways to pray as there are people: prayer can be almost anything. To pray without ceasing has to do with our approach to life, our attitude. The water of Jesus’ Baptism symbolizes his pro-active approach to God, the flow of his ways, of the life he led. This quivering, vibrant, aliveness is ours for the asking, found in the stability of our relationship with God. We all belong—to God.  In addition, we belong to this tradition; but most importantly, we belong to God. 

For most of us, someone in our history saw to it that we were introduced to our tradition, often through Baptism at a young age. There is power in this, the tensile strength provided by healthy strands of spiritual and cultural DNA. But there is also power that is unique to each of us. Like Jesus, we have determinative power, pro-active ability to seek answers, to seek possibility, and to meet our spiritual needs. Ours is an expectant way of Life, one of Light, open to all. The poetry of Isaiah sets out a voluminous task, it seems. But we are equal to it. “…The voice of heaven…” tells us that we are more than we may have thought: we may think of ourselves as ordinary, but we are anything but ordinary. We are each bearers of the brilliant Light of the Good News, in the ways that we live, speak, and move. The islands indeed “…await your teaching.” And, the captive yearns to be set free.
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