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The Feast of the Baptism of the Lord (B)

The Gospel today presents us with two key lessons in humility: that of John the Baptist and that of Jesus Christ.

John proclaimed to the people, “One mightier than I is coming after me” (Mark 1:7).  John recognizes his own might, that, as Jesus said of him, “there is none greater born of woman than John” ().  But at the same time, John recognizes and admits the limits of his own might, that he is not the Messiah, the one who is to come.

By this very phrase John makes it clear that the one who is coming after him is none other than the Lord God.  The Lord is often referred to in the Scriptures as the “Mighty One” (cf. Deuteronomy 10:17; II Samuel 23:1; Psalm 24:8).  In the end, it is God who is mighty, and not us.

Too often we fail to recognize our own unworthiness of God.  None of us – not even the great John the Baptist – is worthy even “to stoop and loosen the thongs of his sandals;” we are not worthy even to be his servants (Mark 1:).

Even so, the Lord does not keep his distance from us; rather, he has come among us and taken our flesh unto himself.  This is the great mystery of Christmas, that “while we were yet sinners” (), “God sent his Son, born of a woman” ().  “This is the one who came through water and blood, Jesus Christ” (I John 5:).

There is something even more wondrous, more astounding, about his coming among us.  Not only did the only Son of God willingly take on our flesh, but he came in solidarity with every sinner.  This is precisely why he sought the baptism of John; he wanted to demonstrate, in a clear and tangible way, his solidarity with us.

John’s call, his baptism, was one “of repentance of for the forgiveness of sins” (Mark 1:4).  This was his constant cry: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (Matthew 3:2).

In another Gospel we are told of John’s reluctance to receive Jesus and baptize him.  If John were to administer his baptism to Jesus, so he thought, he would imply that Jesus had sinned.  But John knew, as we know, that Jesus is “a man like us in all things but sin” (Hebrews ).

At the same time, John also recognized that his baptism was inferior to the one that Jesus would administer.  “I have baptized you with water,” he said; “he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit” (Mark 1:).

John’s humility consisted in knowing his role in the divine plan of salvation.  He was to “prepare the way of the Lord” (Isaiah 40:3).  He was to announce the coming of “the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world” (John 1:29).  But more than this: John was to point him out to the people and give his life in witness to him.  John knew his role and he fulfilled it well, not seeking more than was meant for him.
Let us now turn to the humility of Christ.  This “Mighty One” became lowly for us, “coming in human likeness” (Philippians ) and choosing as the place of his birth Bethlehem, the ancestral home of King David (cf. ).  In taking on our humanity the only Son of God “emptied himself” ().  “He abandoned the glory of heaven…”

When he came to John seeing his baptism, Jesus said to him, “” ().  He came to unite himself to sinners.  As Saint Paul said, he was made “to be sin who did not know sin, so that we might become the righteousness of God in him” (II Corinthians 5:21).

His baptism in the Jordan River becomes a prelude, a foreshadowing, of his death on the Cross, which is the culmination of his solidarity with us.

The Psalms especially sing of an immersion in water as a symbol of death (cf. Psalm 69:2-3; 124:4-5; Jonah 2:3-5).  To enter into the waters is, therefore, to enter into death.
Descending into the waters of the Jordan, Jesus enters into the tohu vabohu, the watery chaos.  We recall that over this water chaos, at the moment of creation the Spirit of the Lord hovered (cf. Genesis 1:2); as Jesus rises from the water, the Spirit descends.  When the water of the Flood began to recede a dove heralded a new beginning.  In the same way, the Spirit descends upon the waters in the form of a dove to herald a new beginning, a new creation brought about by the humility of Jesus.

Jesus’ first descent, his first self-emptying, occurred when he was born of Mary; his second descent happened when he entered the waters.

Note that the Holy Spirit was present at both times; first, in the Annunciation to Mary, and second in the form of the dove.

As Jesus arose from the waters – an event that foreshadows his resurrection from the dead – he “saw the havens being torn open” as the Spirit descended (Mark 1:).

If we think back to the _____ Sunday of Advent, we prayed with the words of the prophet Isaiah: “Oh, that you would rend the heavens and come down” (Isaiah 63:19).  Today, the Lord has rent the heavens and has indeed come down.  The barrier between the heavens and the earth is destroyed.  This tearing of the heavens foreshadows the tearing of the curtain before the Holy of Holies (cf. ).

We see in all of this that Jesus’ acceptance of baptism is an acceptance of the Paschal Mystery: his passion, death and resurrection.  He has come to destroy sin and death, to redeem us and lead us to salvation.  He has come that we might become the adopted children of God (cf. ).
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