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First Sunday after the Epiphany: The Baptism of the Lord, 8 January 2017 
Shepherd-by-the-Sea, Gualala 

James Knutsen 
 

[1 Epiphany A: Isaiah 42:1-9; Psalm 29; Acts 10:34-43; Matthew 3:13-17] 
 
 

 
This is a favorite feast for me, and it is rich, dense 
with memory and association. Especially I 
remember Epiphany 1988 at New Valamo Orthodox 
monastery in Finland, where I was about two 
months into a nine-month visit. It was a 
transformative time, and no day of it was more 
resonant than the sixth of January.  
 
I served as an acolyte that day and helped lead the 
procession, singing and chanting, out of the church 
into the zero-degree cold outside, snow and ice 
crunching underfoot, down the lane and across the 
bridge, down to the lakeside and out onto the thick 
ice, where a hole had been cut, about 3 foot square.  
The presiding priest chanted a long prayer (which I 
was later able to read and ponder in English) and 
knelt and dipped an ornate silver and gold cross 
three times into the frigid water. The whole lake 
now was holy water and everything it touched—ice 
and show, shore and forest, the air, the clouds, the 
sky—were sanctified. Buckets of the lake water 
were taken back into the church and used to bless 
the people. 
 
In this Eastern Christian tradition the Baptism of 
Christ is the main thing celebrated at Epiphany, and 
they also call it Theophany; epiphany, an appearing 
or manifestation, and theophany, an appearing or 
manifestation of the divine, of God.  This event, the 
Baptism of Jesus, they see as the manifestation of 
God the Holy Trinity in the midst of creation, 
breaking open the world to manifest the divine 
presence: the humble obedience of the Son, the 
Spirit descending upon him in the form of a dove, 
and the voice of the Father from heaven, “You are 
my beloved Son…”  Jesus the Galilean being 
dunked in the Jordan is intuited as the fire of the 
Godhead descending into the primordial waters of 
creation, filling everything with a cloud of glory, 
cleansing and purifying the whole creation, now 
dripping wet and sparkling with the beauty and 
loveliness of God’s presence. That day, and 
thinking about it, pondering it, praying it, changed 
forever my experience of Christianity. 

I remember it striking into my heart, later that same 
day, I think, or maybe the next day, as I was back in 
the little space off the altar where I would prepare 
the incense and try to follow the service and figure 
out what I was supposed to do next: the depth of 
Jesus’s humility in seeking and submitting to this 
baptism, this is showing us what God is like, what 
God has always been like, this bowing, this 
surrender, this humility. 
 
Today, this feast of Theophany, is focused on a 
human, Jesus, seeking and submitting to “a baptism 
of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.” This is a 
great paradox of our faith, and it is the focal point of 
this festival of glory, of light, of renewal.  Jesus, 
who we know in faith to have lived a life of 
uninterrupted intimacy with God, that is, who was 
without sin, seeks this baptism of repentance. This 
is his act of identification with us: God with us, 
Emmanuel. He is not an accuser. He does not point 
to the fact that he is without sin, unlike us. Instead, 
his sinless clarity and freedom move him to identify 
himself with us in our sin and our need for 
repentance. And then… to faith’s eye this is not just 
a human being without sin, this is the creator from 
eternity, before time and forever. And this is not “an 
act”; this is not a disguise, but a revelation and 
communication—a manifestation—of who and what 
and how God actually is from all eternity, this 
bowing in humility, this gesture, this and act of 
identification with us in humble, self-offering love.  
 
We know that we are called to humility. We easily 
get mixed up about what that means. What we so 
find so hard to get, and what today’s feast portrays 
for us is that the humility God calls us to is nothing 
else but God’s own life, God’s own way of being. 
 
Jesus does not come to accuse. He comes to be with 
us, to be God with us, Emmanuel. And just as he 
does not hold himself apart from us, but undergoes 
this act of repentance with us and for us, so we are 
invited to find our way, to find room for ourselves, 
in him. We are invited into the Body of Jesus, so 
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that the dove of God’s Spirit descends on us, and so 
that we can hear God’s word—you, me, each of us, 
hear that word resounding within: “You are my 
beloved, in you I am well pleased.” 
 
This humble, human action of the eternal God 
opens the way for us. His humanity is our humanity. 
His repentance is our repentance, if we will join 
with him in it.  And God’s word to him, “You are 
my beloved, in you I am well pleased,”—as we find 
ourselves in the humanity of Jesus, these are God’s 
words to us as well, “You are my beloved.” That is 
God’s word to you and me.  Can you hear and feel 
today that that is God’s word for you?—“You are 
my beloved, in you I am well pleased.” 
 
That might be the hardest thing for us to get, that 
repentance isn’t really about guilt and shame on our 
part (though it may involve experiencing those 
things)—it’s about infinite love on God’s part. 
Repentance is living into being loved, living into 
belovedness. The conversion, the discipleship, the 
life of service that we are called to is simply a 
matter of acknowledging and taking responsibility 
for the fact that we are loved so infinitely. Does that 
make sense?  
 
This last week I’ve been reading Erasmo Leiva-
Merikakis’s commentary on Jesus’s baptism in the 
Gospel of Matthew. Here is some of what he says 
about repentance: 
 
The path of penance and repentance is the very 
opposite of the path of self-destruction and self-
disdain… Sin is grounded in an illusion 
concerning my own alleged greatness and worth 
in my own eyes.  Repentance is grounded, not in 
a desire to abase myself, but in a clear 
understanding and a profound conviction of my 
great worth in the eyes of God. Penance springs 
from a knowledge that I am worth so much that 
I do not have the right to deprive myself of the 
life God wants to give me, or to deprive God 
himself, for that matter, of the irreplaceable love 
he seeks in me. An old French poem, by Francois 
Villon, begins with the striking line: Je meurs de 
soif aupres de la fontaine—I die of thirst right by 
the fountain’s edge. It happens that the call to 
Christian conversion intends to correct precisely 
such an irrational situation: we must turn to the 
rich, abundant water under our noses that God 

never denies us. It is not a humiliation but a 
show of intelligence to admit that my own 
cisterns are broken, empty, and clogged with 
accumulated refuse and that I must go to the 
fontes Salvatoris—the “fountain of the Savior” 
that is the heart of Jesus—in order to quench my 
raging thirst. The Christian’s authentic sense of 
self-worth consists in this conviction that I have 
both the right and the possibility to quench a 
thirst that is the expression of the noblest part of 
my being; and this conviction, resulting in so 
much trust, was brought to us by Jesus’ coming 
among us in the flesh.1 
 
And to repeat a few of those lines: 
 
Repentance is grounded, not in a desire to abase 
myself, but in a clear understanding and a 
profound conviction of my great worth in the 
eyes of God. Penance springs from a knowledge 
that I am worth so much that I do not have the 
right to deprive myself of the life God wants to 
give me, or to deprive God himself, for that 
matter, of the irreplaceable love he seeks in me… 
The Christian’s authentic sense of self-worth 
consists in this conviction that I have both the 
right and the possibility to quench a thirst that is 
the expression of the noblest part of my being; 
and this conviction, resulting in so much trust, 
was brought to us by Jesus’ coming among us in 
the flesh. 
 
We live in a time of such challenge. The times 
ahead look daunting indeed. And we are indeed 
called to action. But it would be the height of 
irrationality for us as Christians to attempt to live 
out our witness in the world without turning first 
and always to the “fountain of the Savior” that is the 
heart of Jesus—in order to quench our raging thirst. 
 
The living seed of your transformation, and mine, 
has already been planted in us, spoken into our 
depths from the heart of God, and enacted in our 
human flesh by Jesus. “You are my beloved,” says 
God. The love of God is alive at the core of your 
being—otherwise you would not exist—and that 
love is the seed of your transformation, and of your 
witness in the world. Can we trust that this is so? 

                                                
1 Erasmo Leiva-Merikakis, Fire of Mercy, Heart of the Word, 
Vol. 1 ( San Francisco: Ignatius, 1996), 125f. 


