Peter M. Antoci
Epiphany 1A
Feast of the Baptism of the Lord
Is 42:1-9, Acts 10:34-43, Matt 3:13-17

So What?

The Feast of the Baptism of the Lord follows directly after the Christmas
season, and is the first Sunday after the Epiphany. Having marked the great mystery
of the Incarnation of God in time and space, and its revelation to the nations with
the visit of the Magi, it is as if the Church is now asking the question: What happens
now? What difference does our belief in Jesus Christ and his story make? What
effect does the Incarnation have in our lives, our time and our space?

The story of Jesus’ baptism by John is a bit confounding, not only for us who
read it, but apparently for the author, and originally even John. Remember John’s
baptism was one of repentance. It was very much based upon the popular, Jewish,
pious practice of purification baths. But in Jesus’ baptism we see the ritual, AND the
timeline of Jesus’ life, radically changed. This was no purity bath for him. This was
about empowerment. It was about saturation in the lifegiving Spirit of God. This was
in every sense, a Christening... which is to say a “Christ-en-ing.” In the waters of the
Jordan, God is choosing, anointing, Messiah-ing, CHRIST-ING Jesus of Nazareth.
While he was already grace incarnate, it is at this time that his redemptive work
becomes public, and it sets in motion a community of belief that now includes more
than 2 billion people. Now THAT is power.

It is precisely INTO THIS POWER that Holy Baptism invites us. It is not just a
purity bath. It isan ENERGY BATH. In the waters of Baptism a child of God, no matter
HOW old they are, receives POWER to follow the example and teaching of Christ. In
these waters a child of God becomes one WITH Christ, INUNDATED with the same
Spirit that came upon Jesus.

But all this brings us back to the question of this feast day: NOW WHAT? What
is this Spirit for? What is this POWER for? In those waters we entered into a
COVENANT with God. We say we believe in a Creator God, who has gifted us with
heaven and earth. So what? The WHAT is evident in the way we steward the
heavens and the earth, which is now a PRESSING matter. We say we believe in Jesus,
God’s chosen, God’s CHRIST. This means we believe the grace and power of God has
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come to us in both nature and history (the life of Jesus of Nazareth), AND in ways
that TRANSCEND nature and history (his birth, death, and resurrection). So what?
Well, this means that if our savior is one of flesh and blood, yet transcends that flesh
and blood, our attraction to, commitment to, and LOVE of Jesus are at the core of
our lives. We say we believe in the Holy Spirit, and all that Spirit brings to us and
creation. So what? The WHAT is that we live our lives CONNECTED to all those who
share in the life and work of the Spirit. We are PART of a community of faith. We say
that we will continue in the apostles’ teachings and sacraments. So what? The WHAT
is how well we care for the communion we have with each other, and how well we
remove the barriers that keep us from one table. We say we will resist evil, and
when we fail, return to the good. This is what our commitment to conversion of life
means: making something good out of something bad, and turning to the light
whenever darkness harkens. We say that we will proclaim the Good News of Christ.
This means having the courage to openly live by the story and values that make us
who we are. If that story says NOTHING to migrants, prisoners, the poor, the sick,
or the homeless —we have NOT told it RIGHT! We say we seek to serve our neighbor.
This is about the compassion we have, not only for those in need, but also for those
we do not like. We say we will strive for justice and peace, which means the
credibility of our lives is on the line in the way we defend human dignity. And we
can plainly see that our opportunities to defend human dignity are growing every
day. Through it all, we say we will do these things - WITH GOD’s HELP. That is
because the ONLY power to do these things comes from a source GREATER than
ourselves.

What kind of SOURCE would that be? What kind of power is this? Where IS it?
This is heady stuff. Perhaps insights from the 20t century scholar and priest, Pierre
Teilhard de Chardin might help us. De Chardin was a paleontologist, geologist, and
one of the greatest theologians in history. After all of his cosmological and
anthropological research, he advanced a theology that LOVE provides the internal
structure for the entire universe! How sweet? NO! De Chardin was NO
sentimentalist. He was a hard-hitting research scientist. What could he possibly
have meant? If love is the inherent structure of all existence, then why do we have
such a hard time seeing it?



3
For de Chardin, this proposition is grounded in the universal attractive force
that holds together the entire cosmos: GRAVITY. The effects of gravity can be seen
in atomic bonds, planetary orbits, stellar cycles, photosynthesis, ecosystems, animal
instinct, sexuality, and human bonding and friendship. The universe is constantly
revealing to us an energy of attraction that holds things together. In THEOLOGICAL
language, this energy is simply none other than LOVE in all its different forms. Funny
thing about love and gravity: no scientist has been able to replicate either of them
in a lab. We have never been able to look directly at gravity or love. We can only see
their effects. But we KNOW they are real, and it seems that only humans have a
choice to exercise this. For all other creatures, this attractive force is instinctual.

THAT is the power and the grace we say YES to in Baptism. It is a power that
creates, redeems, and sanctifies people, time, and space. In it we live, and move,
and have our being. The universe attracts us in gravity and love every moment of
every day, because if it weren’t, we would fly apart into infinitesimal particles. But
HUMANS have the power to notice it, to align with it, to SAY YES to this cosmic force,
in the same way the Jesus did himself. In this coming year, | have NO DOUBT that
our commitment to, and covenant with, this power will be challenged repeatedly.
That great medieval mystic, Julian of Norwich said it well. She answered the SO
WHAT question like this:

Know it well, love is its meaning.
Who reveals this to you? Love.
What does it reveal? Love.
Why? For Love.

Remain in this and you will know more of the same.
(St. Julian, Showings)
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