HOMILY for the Feast of the BAPTISM of the LORD, January 10th., 2010
“With the Holy Spirit and with fire”

Here are six events mentioned in the newspapers recently, which all have a common link:

Newly arrived soldiers set off anxiously on their first mission in Helmand in Afghanistan;  a professional babysitter resigns after just one evening of trying to look after three uncontrollable children who wreck the house;  Bolton Wanderers play their first match under their new manager, against Arsenal (actually this was postponed);  an assessment of President Jacob Zuma’s management of South Africa so far;  a newly qualified teacher needs counselling after dealing with a class of 36 pupils in a touch school in New York;  an opposition newspaper in Indonesia is bankrupted by libel actions after only its first edition.

And the common link?   All these events were described as being a “baptism of fire”, or a “baptism by fire” or in one case a “baptism under fire” – which sounds a bit odd, like those Middle East weddings where by tradition gunshots are fired into the air.    It’s a common enough expression, is it not, even though in many cases the users may not even know what baptism is.    Our Gospel text today says “with fire”, although the original in both Matthew and Luke actually says “in fire”.   Very complicated.
When used casually, the expression thus seems to mean:  undertaking something very taxing when one is only a novice.   But that doesn’t seem to be quite what the Gospel writers had in mind.

“Baptism with fire.”    Some evangelical Churches take this notion very seriously indeed;  it means the radical change in the one who believes.   Some of them interpret it differently, to mean the destruction of the unrepentant in hell, though that seems rather wide of the mark.
Baptism is literally a washing, or, more precisely, a “dipping”.   Large queues came at ceremonial times for baptism in ancient Israel (a baptism which could be repeated), rather as many people available themselves of the Sacrament of Reconciliation before Easter and Christmas.   The baptism represented a renewal, a response to a popular need for renewal.   Jesus set the seal on this baptism by sharing in it, even though he needed no renewal.   He sensed the need, and so shared in the human experience;  he is “like us in all things but sin”.

In the Christianity of the East, the Epiphany, which we have just celebrated, has three aspects, not just one;  it includes the turning of water into wine at Cana, and also the Baptism of Christ.    Putting these together, we have three aspects of Christ being represented by three events:  his royal dignity, as represented by the visit of the wise men;  his working of wonders, at Cana;  and his being like us in all things – all things – but sin, at the Jordan river.
Externally, Jesus appears no different after his baptism than before.   But there is the witness of the Father, and of the Holy Spirit.   The Holy Spirit is his constant companion and driving force.   The Holy Spirit it is who drives Jesus into the wilderness to be tempted;  the Holy Spirit fills Jesus and makes him exclaim “Blessed are you, Father!”    And the Holy Spirit drives him to be baptised – just as when we have a longing to communicate with God, it is the Holy Spirit which is already giving us that longing.     The Holy Spirit hovers over Jesus at the river, just as the angels hovered over his crib.

Fire!   This is what, with the Holy Spirit, Jesus wishes to transmit to us.   “I have come to bring fire to the earth, and how I wish it were already blazing!”   One is reminded of the prophet Elijah and his great contest with the prophets of the god Baal, urging fire to come from the heavens and consume the sacrifice, and challenging the false prophets to do the same.     The fire of challenge.   That is an inescapable gift of Jesus.   “I have not come to bring peace, but division.”     In the liturgy of the Christian East, again, after the consecration of the chalice, the priest pours in some boiling water – the zeon as it is called – with the words:  “the fervour of faith, full of the Holy Spirit!”     Quite an uncomfortable gift.
The Jesus who is baptised is a Jesus of opposites, a Jesus who tells us to turn the other cheek, a Jesus who orders us to act.   “Put your sword into its scabbard!” he says to Peter at his arrest.   But then again:  “If you have no sword, sell your garment and buy one!”   It was the hour of crisis.        But this is in line with the message of the prophets, a message which faces both ways.   For Isaiah says:  “They will beat their swords into ploughshares, and their spears into pruning hooks”, but Joel says:  “Beat your ploughshares into swords, and your pruning hooks into spears”.   Which is right?   Both are.

The Jesus of humility, the Jesus of determination.   Or rather, a Jesus who is determined to be humble.    “There is a baptism I must undergo.”    The Holy Spirit approves of Jesus at his Baptism, for he is showing he has the strength to be nothing.   “I am a worm, and no man.”   John the Baptist’s words:  “He must increase, I must decrease” point straight to Jesus. 

Some forms of Christianity unfortunately totally distort these qualities of humility and determination.    Humility becomes spinelessness, a hasty readiness to make a feeble compromise with the world.   Determination turns into aggression, damning, decreeing and despising the qualities of different cultures.

In Baptism, Jesus offers the fire of humility, just as at Christmas he offers the power of the crib.

Baptism by fire:  we submit to the Holy Spirit’s influence.   Baptism of fire:  we hear the divine voice approving of us as the adopted children of God.   Baptism under fire:  the world laughs at us for our baptism and what it demands of us.

And if the world doesn’t laugh at us, it is because we aren’t living our Baptism fully enough.
