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 With our celebration of the Feast of the Baptism of the Lord, we conclude the season of 

Christmas and begin that of Ordinary Time, or the time through the year. This Sunday therefore 

embraces a little of both seasons: on the one hand, in the Lord’s Baptism we see a 

“manifestation” of Christ to the world as Son of God – and the various manifestations of Christ 

are what we contemplate during the Christmas season; on the other hand, we have now fast-

forwarded about 30 years in Christ’s life, to the very beginning of his public ministry, which is 

primarily what we focus on during Ordinary Time. 

 If we read the different gospel accounts of Christ’s baptism, we find an interesting detail: 

namely, that no one in the crowd recognized Jesus! St. Luke, in his gospel, for example, tells us 

that everyone was filled with expectation, wondering who the Christ was – perhaps it was John 

the Baptist.1 Christ himself was there in the crowd with them, yet they did not know he was the 

one. It was only after he received baptism from John – when the heavens opened, the voice of 

God the Father was heard, and the Spirit appeared as a dove – that the people recognized who 

Jesus truly was. 

 I say that this detail is interesting, because it means that Christ had more or less been 

forgotten. Think about all the excitement that had surrounded his birth: a star appeared, 

shepherds came to see him, angels sang, wise men journeyed from the East, Herod trembled with 

fear and ordered the massacre of all the male children in Bethlehem… and all these things were 

talked about among the people. Yet now, some 30 years later, it is ancient history. They have 

forgotten him, and it takes a miraculous sign to open the people’s eyes. 

 In our own lives, it is so easy for us to forget the Lord as well. How filled we can be with 

fervor at certain moments, yet later, when that excitement has passed, seemingly forget all that 

God has done for us and grow cold in our relationship with him! Similarly, how readily do we 

run to him when times are tough, but how quickly might we forget him when things are going 

well! Those 30 or so years before Christ’s baptism are known as his “hidden life”, during which 

he did not work signs and wonders, yet was always there – always present. So also, in our lives: 

sometimes – maybe often – he is hidden, but that does not mean he is not present. 

 Indeed, it was on the day of our own baptism that Christ became present in our lives in a 

profound new way. It was a defining day in our personal history. How many here know the date 

of their baptism? We should observe that anniversary annually. Since that day, Christ has been 

with each one of us. Sometimes we have been helping him carry his cross, like Simon of Cyrene. 

Sometimes we have been talking with him along the way, like the disciples on the road to 

Emmaus. Sometimes, by our sins, we have joined with the Roman soldiers in scourging him or 

hammering the nails into the cross. Whatever the case may be, Jesus has always been there with 

us, and he will never abandon us. (This truth is so essential for us, especially in our present time 

of fear and instability.) 

 But what happened in our baptism goes far deeper than Christ’s simply becoming a 

companion to us. We can more fully understand it if we consult today’s gospel, from St. Mark. 

Christ was baptized, not because he had any sin from which he needed to be cleansed, but rather 

to stand in our place and show us what we must do. Everything that he did and said was for our 

instruction. And as John poured the water, the Holy Spirit descended upon Jesus and the voice of 

God the Father was heard: “You are my beloved Son; with you I am well pleased”. These same 

realities took place in our own lives at our baptism: the Spirit descended into our hearts with his 

 
1 See Luke 3:15-23; see also John 1:19-34 and Matthew 3:1-17. 
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sevenfold gifts, and he began dwelling in us as in a temple. And we became adoptive sons and 

daughters of the Heavenly Father, pleasing to him.   

These things all happened in us, moreover, in relative quiet, indicated only by 

sacramental signs: the pouring of water, the anointing with Sacred Chrism, the clothing in a 

white garment, the lighting of a candle. Yet these outward signs produced a real change deep 

within us, leaving a permanent mark on our souls. The change also included the forgiveness of 

Original Sin – which is the state of guilt that all inherit from Adam and Eve – and also of any 

personal sins in those baptized after the age of reason. Indeed, these signs show us how God has 

the power to take the ordinary things of this world and make them into something truly 

extraordinary and life-giving. If God can do this – and he surely can – then we should fear 

nothing this world throws at us. 

Finally, at baptism, each one of us received the call from God to holiness – to become 

like Christ. It is not an easy vocation to live out, but far from impossible, for it involves not so 

much what we do but what the Lord does in us as we cooperate with him. To become like Christ 

involves imitating and following him. We imitate him by contemplating his life and trying to act 

with his sentiments; with this Sunday, we begin to meditate in a more focused way on his public 

life and ministry. And we follow him, starting with our own baptism, and then with the daily 

living out of our baptismal commitment – including accepting our portion of the cross – until the 

day we die. Let us fight our forgetful tendencies, remember his daily presence with us, and rely 

more fully on his grace each day. 


