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The First Sunday after the Epiphany 
The Feast of the Baptism of our Lord 
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The Episcopal Church of the Atonement 

Genesis 1:1-5, Acts 19:1-7, Mark 1:4-11, Psalm 29 
 

From the very beginning of the Bible, the first chapter of Genesis, our first lesson 
today:  a wind from God swept over the face of the waters.   That is, even before there was 
night and day, the wind—or to use a form of the Hebrew—the spirit—blew over and 
through the world as God created it.  And then, from the Acts of the Apostles, the greatest, 
most effective preacher ever, the Apostle Paul, meeting with new, unschooled believers laid 
hands on them, the Holy Spirit came upon them.  And then, Jesus, standing in the River 
Jordan on a bright sunny day, the water of repentance dripping off him:  And just as he was 
coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit descending like a 
dove on him. 

Some weeks, I stand up here and do my best to explain the lessons that we have just 
read from Holy Scripture, and I will admit that it is difficult to find a theme that ties them 
together.  Some weeks, something leaps out from one lesson that is so important that I 
ignore the others.  But this Sunday—this shining Feast of the Baptism of our Lord, as we 
begin this season of Epiphany, as season dedicated to looking for the light of God’s love—
on this day, we have no trouble at all. 

The Scripture teaches us about the Holy Spirit of God.  It is a wind?  An electrical 
charge that moves through our fingers?  Or is it a holy dove, lighting on a chosen one?  Well, 
of course, we may perceive the Holy Spirit in any of those ways.  It seems to move freely, 
and definitely not under any control of ours.  It seems that some people, like Paul, and John 
the Baptist, and definitely Jesus—some people have readier access to feeling the Spirit than 
others. 

But, what is it?  Or better, who is the Holy Spirit?  Well, hold on to that question, 
because clearly that is the subject of our lessons from Scripture today.  But our task for the 
next few moments is not merely to unpack the readings.  We have to make sense of the 
Scripture in light of the lives we are living.   

And so, we turn to what’s going on in the world.  I know, I know.  Why on earth 
would we want to spend any more time thinking about the heart-breaking events of this 
past week?  More than 3000 people have died everyday this past week in our nation—died 
from the effects of the coronavirus.  And then there was the seditious and deadly riot in the 
US Capitol on Wednesday.  And if the Holy Spirit blew over and through the chaos at the 
creation of the world, don’t you think that the Holy Spirit could blow through Washington 
and clean things up a bit? 

Has the Holy Spirit of God abandoned us, here on earth?  Have we been left alone to 
wander in our own way?  And if that is the case, can we get her back?  How do we get the 
Spirit back to blow through us?  Where is the Holy Spirit?  We get to answer that question 
today, because the answer comes from both the Scripture and our lived experience.   

After Christmas, and before Lent, we celebrate a season that the church calls 
Epiphany.  It is named after that moment when God is revealed to the world, when strange 
visitors from the east visit the baby Jesus.  Matthew’s gospel tells the story, and the church 
always celebrates it 12 days after Christmas—which means that it is often on a weekday.  
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Some years, we do not hear the story of those wise visitors during our Sunday morning 
service.  In fact, this year, the feast of the Epiphany was on Wednesday.  The juxtaposition 
of our Holy Scripture and our lived experience was simply stunning this year. 

The very holiday when we celebrate the light of God’s love shining on the whole 
world was the same day when rioters brought death and destruction in a place that is 
dedicated to the protection and care of a whole nation.  What are we supposed to do with 
that kind of heinous contradiction?  Do we give up on the church?  Do we give up on our 
nation?  But if we don’t give up one or the other, how do we make sense of our day to day 
lives? 

Some do it by compartmentalizing.  That was Wednesday, they say.  Today is 
Sunday.  Just talk about what today means and leave the horrors of the past behind us!  
Well, most of you know me well enough to know that I will circle back to Wednesday, but 
just for now, let’s talk about today.  Today, the First Sunday after the Epiphany, we 
celebrate the Baptism of our Lord.  All of a sudden, we have left the infant in the manger, 
smiling up at the odd visitors with their strange gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh.  We 
have abruptly changed scene and time.  Today, we are in the Jordan River, with that crazy 
prophet, John the Baptist.  He eats bugs and honey, which make me think he must always 
be hungry.  And he is preaching to the people about what horrible sinners they are. 

And he must be some kind of awesome preacher, because they people follow him 
into the river.  And he washes them with the muddy, cold water of the Jordan, as a sign that 
they are sorry for their sins.  And he tells them that one is coming who is greater than he. 

We have an advantage over those wet and muddy sinners, because we know that he 
is talking about Jesus.  And don’t you think that Jesus knows he is talking about Jesus, too?  
So why does Jesus get baptized?  Jesus doesn’t have any sins to be forgiven, after all.  And 
nobody knows that better than Jesus, himself.  But Jesus follows John right into the river.  
Jesus gets washed by that muddy water.  And the heavens open.  And there is the Holy 
Spirit.  

And every year at this time, we remember that Jesus was baptized—but he was 
baptized not only because he was a human being in search of the divine.  Jesus went into 
the Jordan because he was God in search of humanity.  Jesus went to John and received his 
very human gift—the gift of care—the gift of compassion—the gift of presence.  And 
suddenly, John and everyone else who was there received the divine gift of the presence of 
God. 

On this day in the church calendar, we celebrate a day like Christmas, a day when 
heaven and earth touch one another, and God comes very close to us here on earth.  And it 
makes us long for the presence of God in our present reality—especially in weeks like the 
one we have had this week. 

When you go to seminary, you are taught that there are special days in the year that 
are good for baptism.  Then, when you start working with God’s people in a church, you 
learn that the best day for a baptism is the day that family members can surround the 
person being baptized.  That is, a day when family can get to town from far away and no 
one has to work and the baby doesn’t have the sniffles.  When you go to seminary, you are 
taught that baptism should happen during the Sunday service, because after all, baptism is 
about joining the church.  But when you are serving God’s people during a pandemic, the 
last thing you want to do is to invite more people to church.  But of course, you cannot pour 
water on someone through YouTube or Facebook.  Practical dilemmas like this one remind 
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me of the central problem of today’s readings from Holy Scripture:  where is the Holy Spirit 
today, now, when we need the presence of God so much in our world where so much has 
gone so horribly wrong? 

When you go to seminary, you are taught that the Feast of the Baptism of our Lord is 
a day when you should schedule baptisms.  And when you shepherd a congregation 
through a pandemic, you know that you should never have more than 10 people in the 
church at the same time.  And so, when Charlotte Godden’s parents talked to me about 
Charlotte being baptized, I explained to them about these two contradictory notions.  And 
we decided that Charlotte would be baptized on a Saturday, with just her parents, 
godparents, and grandmothers in attendance—and that we would play the video of her 
baptism this morning at this service.   

Charlotte, of course, is an old hand at videos.  You know her:  she played the Baby 
Jesus in our Christmas Pageant video this year!  You saw her kicking her feet as her dad 
read the story of Mary bringing forth her first-born son and laying him in the manger.  So 
yesterday, Charlotte brought her family to church, and she was baptized.  And you will get 
to experience that in a moment. 

But first I want to tell you that Charlotte’s experience yesterday answers the 
question that we have been asking today.  Where is the Holy Spirit of God?  The Holy Spirit 
is present with us as we live into the promises that we make in Baptism.  How do we 
answer the horror of a day like Wednesday?  We do what Jesus did:  we step into the 
muddy water of Baptism, and we are washed clean in God’s grace.  And then we spend our 
lives living into the promises that we make.  Because Baptism is not just about washing 
away sin.  Jesus knew, and showed us, that Baptism is about taking on a new life.  A new life 
in the presence of God.  A new life bringing the presence of God into our present lives and 
loving all of God’s people with the love of God. 

In the promises of Baptism, we are invited into the life of God, and the heavens open, 
and a voice from heaven cries out:  you are my child, my beloved, with you I am pleased.  
Watch Charlotte’s baptism now and listen for those promises.  Make them along with her; 
renew the covenant made at your own baptism. 

And then, washed clean and pointing in the right direction, we can face the troubles 
of our present day, knowing that the Holy Spirit of God blows around us and through us 
and will not leave us alone.  And then on days like Wednesday, we will know exactly what 
to do:  we will love one another with the love of God. 
 


