PAGE  
2

Baptism of the LORD 1-13-19
Today we come to the end of the Christmas season.  In celebrating the Baptism of Jesus, we are reminded of our own baptism and we celebrate the source of mercy.  The baptism of Jesus represents the beginning of His public ministry, and the foreshadowing of His passion, death and resurrection.  In the Old Testament there were three important figures for the Jewish People: the priest, the prophet and the king.  The priest was the religious leader because he offered sacrifices, the prophet was the intellectual leader because he proclaimed the will of God, and the king was the secular leader because he ruled over the tribes of Judah and organized society.  Never had one person united all three of these offices, but today’s first reading from Isaiah represents the promise of the Messiah who would finally fulfill all three roles.  Jesus is indeed priest, prophet and king, and we all share in this precisely because of our baptism.  

“A bruised reed he shall not break, and a smoldering wick he shall not quench.”  These words of Isaiah both define the role of Jesus and explain our hope for mercy.  All too often we come up against the reality of our defects and our sins and then our fear takes over.  The mercy of God has always been there for us, but we have lost sight of it.  As Pope Francis says “God never tires of forgiving us; rather we are the ones who grow tired of asking his forgiveness.”  We need never fear God because we already know that He will never reject us in our brokenness and in our darkness.  Once more the consoling words of Isaiah: “I have grasped you by the hand; I formed you.” Why did God do this?  He did so because we are “a light for the nations.”  

Last Sunday we reflected on the beautiful reality that salvation is meant for everyone because pagan rulers from the East came to worship the Christ child.  A heavenly light literally announced the fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy.  It began with the birth of Christ and was confirmed by the homage of the three wise men, but it was fulfilled by the scene recounted in the Acts of the Apostles.  Cornelius represents the first gentile to be received into the Church, and His baptism by Peter confirms that Christ really did come to save everyone.  In speaking of Jesus’ baptism in the Jordan following upon the baptism of Cornelius and his family, Peter makes it clear to all of us that our own baptism is linked to that of Jesus.  Why did Jesus seek out baptism when He did not need it, since He was Himself sinless?  The reason is simple: Jesus does what any good older sibling does: He does first what we all must do so that we are not afraid to do so ourselves.  

Jesus’ baptism foreshadowed His passion death and resurrection, and our baptism is a participation in the passion death and resurrection of Jesus.  In some religious communities when a sister takes her final vows, she lays prostrate on the chapel floor and is covered in a funeral pall, a symbolic way of demonstrating that by her final vows her old self is dead, and she rises as if resurrected, a bride of Christ forever.  While this particular ritual is reserved for cloistered nuns, at our funeral each one of us will have our remains covered by the funeral pall, which is a reminder of our baptism.  Jesus was by nature the priest, the prophet and the king, through baptism we share symbolically in His passion, death and resurrection, but through baptism in reality we share in His role of priest, prophet and king.  

“You are my beloved Son; with you I am well pleased.” This is what God the Father said when His only Son Jesus emerged from the waters of baptism.  By nature Jesus was the beloved Son, but, through baptism, we become the adopted sons and daughters of God.  Because of that adoption; however, we obtain the same rights and privileges as Jesus has by nature.  Just as in the civil sphere an adopted child has the same rights as a natural born child, the same is true in the supernatural sphere.  And just as the other sons and daughters become true brothers and sisters so too is each and every baptized person truly a brother or a sister, since we all have God as our Father, and Jesus as our brother.  

In celebrating the baptism of Jesus today we celebrate all that we have gained through our own baptism.  Like Jesus we are all priests, prophets and kings.  St. Peter spoke beautifully of the common priesthood of all the faithful, by which he means that we are all called to offer worship and sacrifice.  We are reminded of this at every single Mass, when, at the offertory the priest says “Pray brothers and sisters that my sacrifice and yours may be acceptable”.  There is a link between your baptism and participation at the Mass.  Through baptism you are no mere passive observer of the Eucharist; rather, you are called upon to actively participate, that is, to unite with the gifts of the altar, which I offer on your behalf, all of your thoughts, words and deeds.  Your presence here at Mass is supposed to renew and sustain the consecration you received in baptism.  


By baptism you also share in the prophetic office of Christ.  Once again this is something that should flow from the Mass.  We are prophets because Jesus is the Word of God, and the prophet is the one who receives and proclaims the word.  There are two parts to the Mass: the Liturgy of the Word and the Liturgy of the Eucharist.  The two feed each other, and the link is the homily.  The ordained priest is consecrated to proclaim officially the word of God, to explain it in a way that is relevant to your lives; however, in baptism, you are all given the ability to bear witness to that Word in your day-to-day lives.  Once again this flows from the Mass, for, while we are all encouraged to read scripture on our own, the readings at Mass are the best way for us to absorb them, and by absorbing them, live them.  In the same way as the reception of Communion sanctifies us, so too, the hearing of the Word proclaimed at Mass should also sanctify us.

Finally, through Baptism we share in the kingly office of Christ.  Christ is the head of the Church, His mystical body, and we are all members.  Once again, the ordained priest participates in the kingly office in a different way than the non-ordained faithful, for he shares in Christ’s headship.  The faithful; however, are truly kings as well.  This was one of the great insights of the Second Vatican Council: the proclamation that through baptism you are anointed as kings.  Just as an ordained priest governs in the name of Christ, and so is called to exercise that authority as Christ Himself would do, so too are each of you called to organize civil society as Christ Himself would.  By your baptism, Christ is saying to you that He trusts you to represent Him and to restore the world to His Father’s plan.  If you are faithful to the grace of your baptism, then you also will hear said of you what the Father said of Christ: “with you I am well pleased.”
